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JE 
thiopia is one of the 
poorest countries of the 
world. It has an 
a g r i c u I t u r e- b a s e d 
economy with low pro-

ductivity, a deteriorating level of food 
production per capita, malnutrition, 
ill-health, and high infant, child and 
maternal mortality rates. Women and 
children are most seriously affected by 
poverty. Although women are 
expected to work 16 to 18 hours a 
day, their level of income is so low that 
they cannot maintain themselves and 
their families . As a result they suffer 
from malnutrition, lack of health 
services, lack of education and unem
ployment and poor family planning. 

A study made in 1985 of household 
energy in Addis Ababa estimated that 
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there are about 73,000 women and 
children in and around Addis Ababa 
who earn their livelihood by supplying 
fuelwood to the city. They gather, 
transport on their back and sell to 35 
per cent of the households in the city. 

"Women prevent the threads 
of life from being broken." 

Mikhail Gorbachev, 
President of the USSR 

It was reported that they supplied 
45,900 cubic metres of fuelwood and 
219,000 bundles of branches, leaves 
and bark in one rainy season. 

A more recent survey also showed 
that, during a peak hour on Saturday, 
350 women and children - each laden 

with 15 to 50 kilograms of wood, 
branches and leaves - were counted 
passing through a single gate into the 
city. 

About 91 per cent of fuelwood 
carriers are women who have migrated 
from the countryside in search of 
better lives, leaving their families 
behind. The rest come from low
income families in Addis Ababa who, 
in most cases, are daughters of fuel
wood carriers. The city could not 
provide these women with what they 
had anticipated. The absence of 
employment opportunities forced 

The way in which the fuelwood carriers 
of Addis Ababa transport their load has 
not changed for many years. The stick 
helps them to keep their balance. 
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them in large numbers to turn to 
gathering fuel as the only alternative 
unskilled means of earning a living 
even though it is semi-illegal. 

Two-thirds of these women are 
single, divorced or widowed, and are 
therefore the heads of their respective 
households. They support anything 
from one to 15 household members. 
The remaining 40 to 35 per cent are 
married to daily labourers, guards and 
weavers, who in most cases are unable 
to support their families adequately; 59 
per cent of carrier households have 
children below the age of five. Further
more, as a result of poverty and 
malnutrition, more than 11 per cent of 
the households reported having handi
capped members. 

The housing environment of these 
women is filthy and dangerous for 
human health; 68 per cent of the 
households have no pit-latrine while 
the remaining 32 per cent share 
common latrines which are old and 
require maintenance. These unsanitary 
conditions, coupled with the absence 
of a sewage system in the slums, has 
made the residential area extremely 
unsafe for children and others. 

About 55 per cent of the carriers 
share a single multi-purpose room with 
other household members or other 
families. Eight per cent do not even 
own such a room; they live with others, 
using the corner of a kitchen as a 
sleeping place by paying a small 
amount of monthly rent. 

Among the women fuelwood 
carriers, 67 per cent share a single bed 
with more than two family members. 
Around 20 per cent of them sleep on 
dried palm tree leaves spread over the 
mud floor, whereas only seven per 
cent use straw mattresses laid on the 
floor. The remaining six per cent have 
wooden and metal beds of their own. 

In 1985, 41.5 per cent of the 
carriers were reported to be illiterate. 
By 1989, this had improved by 3.5 per 
cent, perhaps due to the literacy 
campaign in Ethiopia in recent years. 

More than 95 per cent of the 
carriers were unhealthy, mostly suffer
ing from poverty-caused illnesses 
including severe malnutrition. Hunger 
is a daily phenomenon; in most cases, 
they get only one incomplete meal per 
day and usually leave their homes 
without breakfast. Frequent falls with a 
burden on their back result in bone 
fractures and other complications, and 
most of them complain of pain due to 
heavy burdens and long trips, as well 
as eye problems, headache, rheu
matism, anaemia, heart failure, chest 
and back pain and other internal 
pains. 
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My bitter life as a wood collector 

Waking up several times, thinking morning has come, 
Tying my waist firmly. 
When the dark starts to go away 
I go to collect firewood from the forest. 
Picking up my ropes, 
I start on my way, barefooted; 
I start on my journey, preoccupied -
Resisting the fear, the cold and the frost. 
I pray to my God to protect me from any danger. 
I increase my speed to reach the place, 
Watching out for the hyena and other beasts. 
I start my collection before the guard comes. 
After tying up what I have found and gathered, 
I start on my way back with my collector friend. 
We go a little way and cross the river; 
Two guards suddenly appear. 
Even if we beg them, weeping and weeping, 
They hit us with a stick and are very angry. 
Then they ask us for money. 
We give them the little money. we have. 
They take it and release us. 
Feeling relieved, we go on a little bit. 
After going up the hill and descending it, 
Other forest guards suddenly catch us. 
We tell them we are collecting the rubbish -
We didn't cut a tree, 
And we beg them to release us just for that day. 
They chase us both with a stick 
After taking the wood away. 

My children wait for me at home 
But I arrive home empty-handed. 
Thorns tear my feet, I stumble and hurt myself. 
The cold, then the heat of the sun 
Afflict me every day. 
But this is not enough - the guards beat me too. 
All my efforts have become useless, 
I risk my life. 
Oh life! Oh life! Oh cruel life! 
Striving, toiling to fill our bellies, 
But even this has become impossible. 
A bitter life, lived in the dark. 

But the government plans 
To release us from this agony. 
Job opportunities have come for wood collectors. 
lt is a salvation to all of us -
A bright future is waiting ahead! 

Tsehay Deres 
(Tsehay Deres is a young woman fuelwood carrier in Addis Ababa) 
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Woodbearers of Ethiopia 

Their biological and physical repro
ductivity are affected by the living 
conditions of poor Ethiopian women 
in general; 20,000 women die due to 
septic abortion. Among the wood 
carriers surveyed, 23 per cent have 
had only one child while 31.6 per cent 
reported losing one or two children 
through infant or child mortality. More 
than 12 per cent have experienced 
miscarriage. 

Forest resources around Addis 
Ababa are owned by the state or by 
peasants and urban dwellers' associa
tions. These agencies have placed 
guards to protect the forest from 
cutting. Anyone who attempts to 
gather fuelwood from the forest could 
face maltreatment such as beating, 
rape, losing the gathered bundles, and 
arrest. A woman may have to bribe 
several guards one after another 
before she leaves the forest with her 
bundle. If she has no money, she loses 
the bundles and is beaten. Some of 
those who collect the bribe and beat or 
rape women fuelwood carriers are not 
forest guards, but even after such 
maltreatment women cannot report 
the case to higher authorities because 
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their activity is illegal. 
The job entails travelling long dis

tances carrying heavy burdens. Most 
women leave home very early in the 
morning without breakfast and come 
back after nine to 12 hours, covering 
up to 35 kilometres with as much as 
77 kilograms load on their back. 
According to the recommendations on 
occupational safety of the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO), to avoid 
health risks women of all ages must 
not carry more than 15 kilograms 
occasionally or ten kilograms more 
frequently. One woman aged 30 and 
eight months pregnant was found to 
be carrying a bundle weighing 15 
kilograms an average of 11 kilometres. 

No control on prices 
The women generally expect an 

income of US$ 1.50 to 2.40 per day if 
they manage to successfully collect and 
transport the bundle to the city. They 
have no control over the prices of 
fuelwood. The average monthly 
income generated from selling the 
wood was about US$ 18 or about 
US$ 216 a year. This meagre income 

More and more young girls are taking 
up this tedious and risky work because 
all other opportunities are closed to 
them. 

is used for food, rent, and other 
expenses and social obligations. 

Because of the extremely low status 
of the work, the problems of women 
fuelwood carriers had not been seri
ously addressed at the national level. 
The 1985 study created an awareness 
among international agencies and con
cerned individuals that, although these 
women contribute towards the overall 
fuelwood supply of the city, their 
debilitating living and working condi
tions and the implication of their 
activities for the forests near the city 
called for immediate intervention by 
government and development groups. 
A project financed by the International 
Development Research Centre was 
initiated in 1988 by the ILO and the 
National Urban Planning Institute, and 
it is hoped that this will eventually help 
to improve the lives of women 
woodbearers. • 
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