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Key Messages

e  Current land policies in Ethiopia remain largely influenced by sedentary agricultural models
that prioritize individual crop plots. To better reflect realities in the arid and semi-arid
lowlands, state and regional laws should formally recognize pastoral mobility and
communal rangeland use as central livelihood and resource management strategies.

e The Federal Rural Land Proclamation No. 1324/2024 provides an important opportunity
to secure communal land rights for pastoral communities. In addition, Oromia rural and
administration and use proclamation 248/2023 is progressive in terms of recognizing
pastoral land rights. Regional states such as Afar and Somali are in the process of revising
regional land proclamations.

e Customary institutions play a central role in managing seasonal grazing systems and
resolving land-use conflicts in pastoral areas. Legal and institutional frameworks should
therefore recognize customary leaders as legitimate partners and integrate customary
governance systems into formal land administration and resource management structures.

e Static and localized land-use planning approaches contribute to rangeland fragmentation
and resource conflicts. Ethiopia should adopt landscape-level planning that protects
pastoral mobility, grazing corridors, dry-season reserves, and cross-border resource access.

o Pastoralism should not be treated as a problem to be solved through sedentarization
policies. Instead, policies should focus on strengthening its economic potential by regulating
large-scale land concessions through rigorous social and environmental assessments and by
expanding access to financial services tailored to pastoral production systems, including

livestock-based credit.
"Mobility, flexibility, and communal use of extensive rangelands are not optional; they
are the core principles that enable pastoral commaunities to manage climatic risk."

"Pastoralism is not only a vital economic activity but also a deeply rooted way of life."”

Background

Pastoralism is a central livelihood and production system in Ethiopia’s arid and semi-arid lowlands.

These areas, which cover large parts of the country’s borderlands, are characterized by highly
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variable rainfall, fragile ecosystems and recurrent drought. In this context, mobility, flexibility,
and communal use of extensive rangelands are not optional; they are the core principles that enable
pastoral communities to manage climatic risk, track dispersed pasture and water, and sustain herds
over time. Despite this, state land policies, planning approaches and institutions have historically
been designed around sedentary, crop-based agriculture, with pastoral areas treated as marginal,

underutilized or “empty” lands available for alternative uses.

The Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia’s Constitution formally recognizes the rights of
pastoralists to free land for grazing and to be protected from displacement. However, subsequent
federal and regional land administration and use laws have provided only limited operational
guidance on how communal rangelands should be governed, mapped, certified or protected. In
practice, formal law gives clearer and stronger protection to individual holdings and crop fields than
to communal grazing territories, dry-season reserves or key resource patches that are vital for
pastoral production systems. This legal and institutional gap contributes to a situation where
pastoral land rights are weakly defined, often invisible in formal records, and easily overridden by

competing claims.

For generations, customary institutions have governed access to rangelands, regulated seasonal
mobility, allocated dry- and wet-season grazing, and mediated conflicts. These institutions remain
important, but they are increasingly undermined by expanding administrative boundaries,
Villageization and sedentarization programmes, individual land allocation, and large-scale public
and private investments. Such processes fragmented rangelands, blocked mobility corridors, and
converted key grazing areas to other uses. The result is growing tenure insecurity, more frequent
and intense land-use conflicts, and weakened environmental governance, particularly in

cross-border and transhumant zones where mobility is most critical.

Over the past decade, a number of reforms and pilot initiatives have emerged in response to these
challenges. Communal land certification, participatory rangeland management (PRM), and
community-based land-use planning have been introduced in some pastoral areas with the aim of
formally recognizing collective rights, strengthening local institutions and improving rangeland
governance. Experience from places like Borana and Bale shows that pastoral communities
welcome efforts that they believe will secure their land, clarify boundaries, and support better
management. At the same time, these reforms carry risks if they are implemented with models
borrowed from sedentary agriculture such as fixed, exclusive territories and the individualization
of holdings without due attention to pastoral mobility and overlapping, seasonal rights. In some
cases, certification has been associated with accelerated enclosure, expansion of crop cultivation,

and a shift toward agro-pastoralism.

The core problem, therefore, is not simply the absence of land policies, but the mismatch between
existing policies and the realities of pastoral systems, as well as the weak implementation and
coordination of laws and institutions on the ground. A growing body of evidence suggests that
securing pastoral land tenure rights requires explicit legal recognition and registration of communal
rangelands, protection of mobility and cross-border use, and genuine empowerment of customary
institutions within a coherent, multi-level governance framework. These issues underscore the

urgency and relevance of a focused assessment of Ethiopia’s policies, legal provisions and



institutional arrangements on land tenure in pastoral areas, and make a strong case that the time

for practical, context-appropriate action is now.
Key Findings

e The unique characteristics of pastoral tenure systems include mobility and communal
resource use, reciprocity, and the pastoralists challenged by factors like insecurity,
restricted mobility, land alienation, and climate change and variability. Understanding
these features will guide policy makers and program designers to craft policies and strategies
that can address the fundamental pastoral land and related issues.

e Based on the review of the national and regional pastoral and land related policies,
proclamations, regulations and guidelines the assessment recognized the significance of the
newly enacted FDRE Rural Land Administration and Use Proclamation No. 1324/2024 for
its recognition of communal land and customary institutions. The proclamation has
provisions that pastoral regions should adapt this proclamation according to the local
situations. . Oromia rural and administration and use proclamation 248/2023 also recognizes
pastoral land rights. Oromia region also progressed in communal land registration in two
zones, Borana and East Bale. From 2018 to 2024,, registering four communal land units in
Borana (more than 3million ha and benefiting more than 50000 households), and 30
communal lands in east Bale (621,020 ha and benefiting 25,742 hhs). These two
proclamations created enabling environments as far as pastoral land rights are concerned
in Ethiopia. The Afar region is progressing in updating its land law to align with the
Proclamation No. 1324/2024. The Gambella region has got a comprehensive land use and
development plan developed in 2019. The Somali region in Ethiopia is revising its rural land
use and administration proclamation and developing its own land policy in local language
(Somali language).

e The review of key international instruments relevant to pastoralism and land tenure like
the AU Policy Framework on Pastoralism indicate that the policy recognizes pastoralism
as a way of life and production system, promotes equitable access to resources, strategic
mobility, and acknowledges legitimacy of indigenous pastoral institutions. The AU
Framework and Guideline on Land Policy enquires policies addressing tenure security,
community roles in management, gender equity, dispute resolution, and technology for
resource use. The assessment identifies several international instruments as critical leverage
points for the PLACE project, implemented by Land for Life. Key frameworks include the
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and the FAO’s
Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure (VGGT), which provide
global standards for protecting communal land rights and gender equity. Most significantly,
the United Nations International Year of Rangelands and Pastoralism (UNIYRP 2026) serves
as a high-profile advocacy platform to mobilize political will and resources. Together, these
instruments offer a strategic framework to align Ethiopia’s local land reforms with
international best practices, ensuring pastoral tenure security is recognized as a global
priority.

e Stakeholder mapping reveals a fragmented landscape where customary institutions serve
as de facto rangeland governors but remain marginally recognized by formal state

structures. While government bodies, specifically the Ministry of Agriculture and regional



Land Bureaus, hold the legal mandate to implement Proclamation No. 1324/2024, success
depends on a refined strategy that weighs stakeholder capacity and interest alongside
traditional influence. To bridge the gap between statutory law and pastoral reality, CSOs,
research institutions, and donors must be harmonized into a multi-level governance
framework. This approach ensures that interventions are driven by the actual needs and
institutional strengths of pastoral communities rather than top-down administrative
pressure.

e Analysis of enablers and barriers revealed that while national policies and the new land
proclamation offer potential support for pastoralism and climate resilience, challenges
remain in effective implementation, coordination among stakeholders, and ensuring that
interventions truly and primarily support pastoral livelihoods rather than promoting to
shift pastoralism to alternative systems.

e A comprehensive analysis of Ethiopia’s pastoral landscape reveals a complex interplay of
deep-rooted institutional strengths and emerging external pressures:

o Core Strengths: The resilience of customary institutions remains the backbone of
rangeland management, providing local legitimacy and traditional knowledge that
statutory systems currently lack.

o Weaknesses: Progress is hindered by weak governance and poor representation of
pastoralist interests in high-level decision-making. A significant "implementation
gap" exists due to the absence of clear, context-specific guidelines to translate
national policies into local action.

o Opportunities: There is immense potential for innovation and eco-tourism within
the lowlands. Harmonizing statutory laws with customary systems offers a unique
pathway to formalize land tenure while maintaining the mobility essential to
pastoral livelihoods.

o Threats: The sector faces existential risks from accelerated climate change and the
persistent threat of land grabbing. Without robust legal protections, vital

rangelands remain vulnerable to conversion and fragmentation.

Recommendations

The following recommendations are proposed to guide strategic actions that strengthen pastoral
systems, enhance sustainable rangeland governance, and support the long-term resilience of
pastoral communities. These recommendations build on the key findings and aim to inform
policymakers, development partners, and relevant stakeholders in designing coordinated and

effective interventions.
1. General Strategic Paradigm Shift

There is an urgent need to shift the dominant paradigm away from focusing on the limitations of
pastoralism (drought, overpopulation, overgrazing, and conflict) to highlighting and supporting its
potentials in natural and social capital. In this regard, pastoralism as a way of life must be reiterated
as a system to be supported and developed, not a “problem to be solved.” Furthermore, there is a
need to develop a comprehensive long-term roadmap that moves beyond short-term project cycles

and outlines a clear vision for sustainable development in close collaboration with pastoral



communities. At the same time, the importance of coordination and alignment among all actors

should be emphasized in order to avoid duplication of efforts and maximize impact.
2. Legal and Institutional Frameworks

Operationalizing Proclamation No. 1324/2024 is essential, as it serves as a nationwide legal
instrument guiding pastoral development. Therefore, the adoption of the proclamation by regional
governments must be supported and closely monitored. In addition, legal frameworks should
actively recognize and empower customary institutions as the de facto governors of pastoral
resources. Institutional frameworks must be redesigned to enhance the role of customary leaders in
land administration, resource management, and conflict resolution. Their integration into formal
systems is crucial for effective governance. Moreover, civil society organizations (CSOs) and
research institutions should be empowered to support the preparation of regulations and guidelines,

as their presence facilitates the adoption and implementation of federal laws at the local level.
3. Land Use Planning and Rangeland Governance

Land use planning must move beyond static and localized approaches toward a broader landscape
perspective. Such an approach recognizes the inherent necessity of mobility, grazing corridors, and
seasonal access, which are essential for minimizing conflict and sustaining pastoral livelihoods. At
the same time, any new large-scale investments in pastoral areas should undergo rigorous,
transparent, and participatory Environmental and Social Impact Assessments (ESIA). In this
process, the principle of “free, prior, and informed consent” of affected communities must be
paramount. Furthermore, community-led environmental management should be promoted to

ensure the long-term sustainability of rangelands.
4. Economic Resilience and Alternative Livelihoods

Improving financial access is a key priority for strengthening the resilience of pastoral communities.
This includes developing tailored financial products such as livestock insurance and flexible credit
schemes that recognize livestock as collateral. In addition, mobile banking should be explored as a
means of overcoming geographical barriers that limit financial inclusion. At the same time, there is
a need to shift the prevailing paradigm by recognizing alternative livelihoods—such as forage
production, honey making, and petty trading—not as signs of poverty but as practical strategies
for livelihood diversification. In support of this, a catalogue of viable livelihood options should be
developed, focusing on those that do not require long-term subsidies and that have strong potential

for sustainability and return on investment.
5. Research, Advocacy, and Popularization

National policies, international instruments (VGGT, UNIYRP), and the new Proclamation should
be widely popularized in local languages in order to ensure effective follow-up and implementation
in accordance with local priorities. In addition, research should adopt participatory approaches that
focus on understanding and supporting existing pastoral strategies rather than concentrating solely
on transformation. Such research should generate findings that are actionable and accessible to
both policymakers and communities. Furthermore, platforms such as Land for Life (LfL) should be
strengthened to support concerted efforts in land governance, thereby fostering greater self-

governance and accountability.



