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Introduction 

This paper is the outcome of a short field study 
which I carried out in northern Mursiland in 
September 1994 on behalf of Oxfam (UK and 
Ireland). The original objective was to focus on 
the problem of cattle disease and to examine the 
scope for improving the access of Mursi 
pastoralists to veterinary services, especially 
through the training of 'paravets'. Soon after 
beginning the field-work, however, it became 
clear that this particular constraint on pastoral 
production could not sensibly be considered 
without reference to another, namely the 
growing shortage of water in dry-season 
grazing areas, which was forcing herd-owners 
to subject their cattle to debilitating daily treks 
through tsetse-infested bush to drink in the 
Omo, Mago, and Sala Rivers. A third (and 
potentially the most serious) threat to Mursi 
livelihoods comes from the 'Southern Ethiopian 
Wildlife Conservation Project', which began in 
June 1995. Funded by the European Union, 
this is the most expensive wildlife project ever 
undertaken in Ethiopia. Its preliminary phase 
began in June 1995. It covers three national 
parks, two of which (the Omo and Mago 
National Parks) contain between them the main 
agricultural and pastoral resources of the 
Mursi. Despite this, the Mursi were neither 
consulted nor informed about the project 
during its planning phase, and they stand to 
carry the main burden of its costs. The 
documents setting out the aims and methods of 
the project eipitomise the increasingly 
discredited 'preservationist' approach to 
conservation in Africa, according to which local 
people are the enemies of conservation and 
should, as far as possible, be excluded from 
'protected' areas. In this paper I describe these 
current and potential constraints on Mursi 
pastoral production and suggest ways of 
reducing their impact. 

Why the Mursi? 

The Mursi are one of several small groups of 
agro-pastoralists who live in the Lower Omo 
valley of south-western Ethiopia. Their history 
over the past twenty years has been one of 
almost continuous crisis, involving drought, 
famine, war, migration, and epidemic disease. 
In coping with and adapting to these 
conditions, they have had litde or no systematic 
help from governmental or non-governmental 
agencies, certainly less than their agro-pastoral 
neighbours, the Bodi, Nyangatom, and Hamar 
(Figure 1). This is largely because of the 
inaccessibility of their territory and the absence 
of any permanent settlements where health, 
veterinary, and educational services could be 
provided. Any long-term plans and proposals 
for economic development in the area—such as 
the encouragement of tourism and the 
construction of dams on the Omo for electricity 
generation and irrigated agriculture — are 
likely to put even more pressure on vital 
subsistence resources for the Mursi. 

Why pastoralism? 
Because of the low and erratic local rainfall, the 
lower Omo basin is a highly marginal area for 
rain-fed agriculture. Flood-retreat cultivation 
along the banks of the Omo is more reliable, but 
the cultivable area varies significantly from year 
to year with the height of the flood. Crop pests 
and birds are a further and frequent cause of 
poor harvests. But the wooded grasslands 
which make up most of Mursi territory are, in 
principle, ideally suited to pastoralism, a mode 
of subsistence to which they have an 
overwhelming cultural commitment. This is not 
simply a matter of sentiment: pastoral products 
make a vital contribution to their diet, while the 
exchange of cattle for grain in highland markets 
is the ultimate stand-by in times of extreme 
hunger. There could be no more effective, nor 
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culturally acceptable, way to increase the food 
security of the Mursi than by helping them to 
improve the productivity of their herds. 

Method and timing of the study 
The information I was seeking fell into four 
main categories: 

a. herd structure and dynamics; 
b. an overall assessment of the recent history 

and current state of pastoral production in 
the area, with particular reference to disease 
and (increasingly as the study proceeded) 
water resources; 

c. an assessment of the current level of 
veterinary services available to the Mursi; 
and 

d. the views of local herd-owners on how the 
pastoral economy might be strengthened 
with the help of external intervention. 

Information in the first two categories 
obviously overlaps and was collected 
simultaneously during the field-work, but the 
first category was the most fundamental, in the 
sense that it was through asking individuals 
about the composition of their herds, the 
progeny history of individual animals, and 
recent losses that information felling into the 
second category was most effectively and 
reliably obtained. I therefore spent a large part 
of my time asking individuals to go through all 
the animals of their current herd, describing 
how they had acquired them, listing the 
offspring, if any, of female animals, including 
those which had died or been otherwise 
disposed of, and listing all those animals which 
had died over the past year. Information on the 
present level of veterinary services was obtained 
from the Mursi themselves, from the Ministry of 
Agriculture's Animal Health Assistant at Hana, 
and from Dr Jonathan Geddes, a missionary 
veterinarian, who has been treating Mursi catde 
since January 1994. In order both to gather 
opinions and seek a consensus on what might be 
done by an outside organisation to help to 
sustain the pastoral economy, I proposed to the 
local herd-owners that they hold a public 
meeting to discuss this topic. The meeting took 
place on 6 September 1994 and was in the form 
of a 'debate' in which any individual who wished 
could make a speech. The eight speakers 
included some of the most respected and 
influential men from the surrounding area. 

Excerpts from three of the speeches are 
presented in the Appendix. 

We (I was accompanied by my 19 year-old 
son) were dropped in northern Mursiland by a 
vehicle from the Jinka Catholic Church on 30 
August. We set up camp close to a cluster of 
three setdements, near the motor track, and 
were joined the next day by two of the local 
herd-owners whom I have found in the past to 
be knowledgeable, patient, and articulate 
informants. They stayed with us for the 
remainder of the trip. On 16 September all four 
of us were transported by Jonathan Geddes to 
Makki, where I spent three days transcribing 
and translating the speeches which I had 
recorded on 6 September, and in conversation 
with Geddes and our two Mursi companions 
about options for pastoral development among 
the Mursi. On 20 September a vehicle from the 
Catholic Church in Jinka came to Makki, by 
arrangement, to take us back to Jinka. 

Structure of the paper 
This paper is divided into four parts. Part I is an 
oudine description of Mursi economy and 
society, based upon ethnographic research 
which I have carried out among them over the 
past 25 years. The aim here is to provide the 
minimum of background information 
necessary to enable the reader to make sense of 
later sections. Part II is an account of herd 
structure and dynamics, based upon a single 
setdement of three herd-owners surveyed in 
September 1994. In Part III I focus on the two 
major current constraints on Mursi pastoral 
production, disease and drought, and on the 
potential threat posed by National Park 
development to their best dry-season grazing 
areas. In Part IV I consider how these 
constraints might be reduced by means of 
veterinary assistance and water development 
and by putting pressure on the wildlife 
authorities to change their existing approach to 
human activity in and around the Mago and 
Omo National Parks. 

Figure 1: The Mursi and their neighbours 
(opposite) 
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Part 1: Background 

Population 

In 1970, at the end of two years' field-work 
among the Mursi, I estimated their numbers to 
be between four and five thousand. In July 
1990, during a meningitis epidemic, a litde over 
four thousand Mursi were vaccinated in a 
Ministry of Health campaign, operating both in 
northern and central Mursiland. Although it is 
unlikely that this campaign reached the whole 
population, it is also unlikely that it fell more 
than 20 per cent short. The Mursi themselves 
say that their numbers have increased in the last 
twenty years, although not by leaps and bounds. 
My conclusion is that the present population 
figure lies somewhere between five and six 
thousand. 

Local groups 
The Mursi live in an oblong-shaped territory of 
about 2,000 km 2 , bounded to the west and south 
by the River Omo, to the east by the River Mago, 
and to the north by the River Mara, a seasonal 
tributary of the Omo (Figure 1). The 
population is divided into three major local 
groups, or buranyoga (sing, buran), z term which 
refers to a group of co-resident people, rather 
than to the locality in which they reside. Thus, 
while it is possible to draw a territorial boundary 
around the Mursi on a map and call the area so 
demarcated 'Mursiland', it would be very 
difficult to draw similar internal boundaries. 
What gives these subdivisions of the Mursi their 
local definition is not that their members live 
within clearly bounded territorial units, but that 
they make regular use of certain fixed 
resources, especially flood land at the Omo, but 
also land for rain-fed cultivation and watering 
points for catde in dry-season grazing areas. 
They have, in other words, territorial foci, 
rather than territorial boundaries. 

Baruba 

1P 
l<3 

Mugjo 1 

Biogo-
lokare > 

Ariholi J 

I ara 

Gongulobibi 

Figure 2: Distribution of territorial groups 
(buranyoga) along the Omo 

The three major buranyoga are named, from 
north to south, Dola, Ariholi, and Gongulobibi. 
Dola, which is by far the largest, is further 
divided into three buranyoga named, from north 
to south, Baruba (formerly known as Mara), 
Mugjo (formerly known as Mako), and 
Biogolokare (Figure 2). This is a segmentary or 
'chinese box' territorial system, in that smaller 
divisions, down to the residents of a single 
setdement (also known as a buran), are 
considered miniature replicas and potential 
equivalents of larger ones, up to the level of the 
entire Mursi population. Thus Baruba, Mugjo, 
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and Biogolokare are to Dola what Dola, Ariholi, 
and Gongulobibi are to the Mursi buran as a 
whole. The three constituent buranyoga of Dola 
are said to be of roughly equal size, Gongulobibi 
to be smaller than any of them, and Ariholi to be 
smaller still (Table 1). 

Table 1: Mursiland: local groups and 
estimated maximum population 

Buran Omo cultivation Max. 
(north to south) pop'n 

Dola 
Baruba Kuduma, Alaka, Makaro 1,500 
Mugjo Kennokora 1,500 
Biogolokare Ilithey, Gowa 1,500 

Ariholi Kurum 

Gongulobibi Bongo 

Total 

500 

1,000 

6,000 

In 1979, a group of Dola (mainly Baruba) 
people migrated eastwards to a previously 
uninhabited part of the valley of the River Mago 
(called Mako by the Mursi, but not to be 
confused with another River Mako, a 
headstream of the Moizoi (Figure 3) after which 
the Mugjo buran was formerly named), where 
there were better prospects for cultivation 
(Turton and Turton, 1984). Most of the one 
thousand or so original migrants have since 
returned to Mursiland proper (mainly because 
the Mago Valley is infested with tsetse flies, 
making it impossible to keep cattle there); but 
there remains a small agricultural setdement of 
around 200 Mursi in the Mago Valley (Figure 
3). In 1988 the Society of International 
Missionaries (SIM) established a mission station 
at the same place, which they call Makki, after 
the name given to the Mago by the Ari, who live 
in the nearby highlands. 

Topography 
Mursiland consists essentially of a volcanic 
upland, rising steadily from less than 500m 
above sea level at the Omo to over 1,000m along 
the Dara range, which forms the watershed 
between the Omo and its tributary, the Mago. 
Apart from the higher slopes of this range, the 
whole of the territory occupied by the Mursi lies 
below the 1,000m contour. All drainage 
eventually flows into the Omo, but there are two 
distinct tributary systems, which may be 

separated by a line drawn from Shangoro in the 
south-west to Mt Smith in the north-east (Figure 
3). West of this line are a large number of 
tributaries which flow direcdy into the Omo, but 
all of which are dry for most of the year. (This is 
not necessarily true of the Gura and, still less, 
Hana rivers, in Bodiland, whose catchment 
areas extend into the foothills of the Mt Smith 
range, or Dime Mountains.) East of the 
Shangoro-Mt Smith line, the drainage flows 
northwards, via the River Elma (which is also 
dry for most of the year), into the Sala and then 
southwards via the Mago into the Omo. Both 
the Sala and Mago are permanent rivers. The 
watershed between the two drainage systems is 
formed by a level ridge and, farther south, by a 
low range of hills called Arichukgirong. 

Rainfall 
There are two rainfall maxima, one in 
March/April, the primary maximum, and one in 
October/November. The period spanning these 
two maxima may be regarded as the 'wet' season 
(oiyoi). Mean annual rainfall in Mursiland can 
only be estimated on the basis of records 
available from surrounding areas. Karl Butzer's 
collation of such records suggests a mean of 
around 480mm for the 'upland plains of the 
Lower Omo Basin' (1971, p. 26). He notes, 
however, that 'year-to-year variability is very 
great' and that rainfall 'seems to increase 
rapidly between 800 and 1,200 metres eleva­
tion'. The annual mean at the Omo National 
Park Headquarters, on the River Mui , which 
may be the best available pointer to rainfall 
conditions in northern Mursiland, is approx­
imately 650.1 The minimum rainfall necessary 
to support a purely agricultural way of life by 
rain-fed cultivation is usually estimated to be 
700mm. More important than the annual 
mean, however, is the probability of enough 
(but not too much) rain falling, at the right time 
and in the right place, to make regular and 
reliable cropping possible. Rainfall in Mursi­
land is highly unreliable in quantity, timing, and 
location, and this makes it impossible to 
describe a 'normal' rainfall pattern, except in 
the very broad terms just indicated. The rise 
and fall of the Omo, on the other hand, is 
affected more by the heavy rain that falls over 
the Ethiopian Highlands between March and 
September than it is by the erratic rain that falls 
over its lower basin. The river reaches its 
maximum level in August, when it floods and 
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