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Abstract: This study assessed major driving factors for land use change and analyzed the 

socio-economic challenges of rural farmers resulting from land use change in Dembecha 

Woreda which is one of the Woredas of West Gojjam Zone, Amhara Regional State, 

Ethiopia. In-depth interviews, focus group discussions, case studies, and observation 

methods were employed to gather the primary data. In this study, thirty-seven purposively 

selected participants were involved. Secondary data were also used from different sources to 

complement the primary data. Qualitative data analysis was employed to analyze the data 

gathered by qualitative data collecting methods. The study found that rapid population 

growth, poverty, failure of land use policies and rules, and the expansion of globalization 

are the major driving factors for land use change in the study area. Moreover, it increases 

the expansion of inadequate development activities such as plantation of environmentally 

unfriendly trees like eucalyptus plant, informal and illegal rent of holding land, expansion of 

illegal houses, and unstipulated land investment activities. Thus, rural farmers in the study 

area are facing many socio-economic challenges like dispute, disposition of women and 

elders, unemployment, migration, loss of cultural values, over exploitation of natural 

resources, shortage of food crops, scarcity of animal products, and scarcity of clean drinking 

water. Therefore, this study recommended that all concerned bodies should contribute to 

promote environmentally friendly sustainable and transformable agricultural activities for 

rural farmers and insuring equal and fair land use system to reduce the social and economic 

challenges of the rural people. 
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1. Introduction 

Globally, land is increasingly becoming a limited resource, highlighting the importance of using it 

more efficiently and encouraging innovation in agriculture. Over time, the demand for land to serve 

various purposes has steadily grown (Meyfroidt and Lambin, 2011). At the same time, patterns of 

land use are strongly shaped by human actions and have been changing significantly (Ebrahim and 

Mohamed, 2017). 

   According to data from the World Bank Group, 40% of the global population is poor and more than 

75% of rural residents in developing countries suffer from absolute poverty (World Bank, 

2016). These people suffered from challenges related to landless, powerless, marginalized, vulnerable, 

and disadvantaged rural poor who have limited access to socio-economic benefits than urban 

dwellers. As a result, they usually seek their livelihood through primary and informal sectors of the 

economy like subsistence agriculture, small-scale mining, and quarrying. 

   Changes in land use have significant environmental, economic, and social consequences for rural 

communities across many parts of Sub-Saharan Africa (Kamwi, Chirwa, Manda, and Kätsch, 2015). 

In East Africa, rapid population growth stands out as a major factor driving shifts in land use and 

environmental conditions (Soini, 2006). According to Soini (2006), this growth has led to the 

movement of people into new areas, the expansion of farming into less suitable lands, excessive use 

of forests, the creation of new settlements, soil degradation, declining water resources, and the loss of 

natural habitats due to the breaking up of ecosystems. 

A large portion of households, particularly in developing nations, rely heavily on land and natural 

resources to meet their basic needs and to work toward long-term livelihood stability (Bashir, 2012). 

In countries like Ethiopia, the economy depends largely on small-scale farming, which tends to have 

low productivity and is highly sensitive to changes in weather patterns (Bezabih, Köhlin, and 

Mannberg, 2010). 

   The raised livelihood expectations of the large population due to exposure to a higher standard of 

living have driven land use change (Soini, 2006). As a result, the land use change especially in 

Ethiopian highlands has affected basic natural resources such as farm lands (Alemayehu, 2010).  

   Subsistence agriculture has been the most livelihood strategy of Ethiopia even though the low level 

of its income does not meet basic household expenditure. Livelihood diversification in response to 

population growth led to a decline in farm size and agricultural production shocks due to biophysical 

factors like soil degradation caused by population pressure (Garedew, 2010).  

   In the Amhara region, several areas are vulnerable to drought and regularly experience food 

shortages. In these locations, many households can only grow enough food to cover their needs for 

less than half the year. The combined effects of overgrazing, soil erosion, deforestation, and farming 

on steep slopes have led to serious land degradation. This has reduced the region's biodiversity, 

agricultural productivity, and the land's ability to remain stable and recover from environmental stress 

(USAID, 2004). 

   In recent years, many studies related to land use change have been conducted in different areas of 

Ethiopia. Among these researchers, Berhan and Woldeamlak (2014), Alemayehu (2010), Kiros and 

Desalegn (2019), Ebrahim and Mohamed (2017), Birhan and Assefa (2017) and Wakjira (2020) 

demonstrated that biophysical change and population pressure are the most significant driving factors 

of land use change. Mesfin and Kumilachew (2018) studied dynamics of land use and its drivers in 

Gurage Mountains and found that demographic change, economic alternatives, poverty, improper 

agricultural use and climate variability are the main factors for land use change.  

   On the other hand, researchers such as Fikir, Nurhassan and Atkilt (2009) and Temesgen, Amare 

and Abrham (2014) studied the environmental impact of land use change through land degradation. 

Finally, Zeleke and Hurni (2001) did research on the implications of natural forest change in the 

Dembecha area from 1957 to 1995 that demonstrates that the change was influenced by population 

pressure. 
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   However, as far as my knowledge is concerned the above studies did not asses the socio-economic 

challenges that faced rural farmers due to land use change. Hence, this study aimed at analyzing the 

factors of rapid land use change and the resulting socio-economic challenges of rural farmers in 

Dembecha Woreda, Northwestern Ethiopia.  

2. Methods 

2.1. Study Area 

Dembecha Zuria Woreda is one of the thirteen districts located in the West Gojjam Zone. It shares 

borders with Bure Woreda to the west, Jabi Tehinan Woreda to the northwest, Dega Damot Woreda to 

the north, and East Gojjam Zone to the east and south. The Woreda consists of 33 kebeles, of which 

31 are rural and 2 are small towns. 

   According to the 2007 national census conducted by the Central Statistical Agency (CSA), the total 

population of Dembecha Zuria Woreda was 129,260 comprising 64,683 men and 64,577 women. 

Urban residents made up 17,913 individuals, or 13.86% of the total population. The Woreda covers an 

area of 971.29 square kilometers, giving it a population density of 133.08 people per square kilometer. 

A total of 30,731 households were recorded, with an average of 4.21 persons per household. 

The overwhelming majority of residents (99.13%) follow Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity, while 

0.87% are followers of Islam. The dominant ethnic group is Amhara, making up 98.82% of the 

population. The remaining 0.18% are individuals who have moved to the area for various employment 

opportunities. Amharic is the primary language spoken throughout the Woreda (Dembecha Zuria 

Woreda Administrative Office, 2022). 

   The climate of Dembecha Zuria Woreda is mostly Woyna Dega, which covers 83% of the area. 

Dega and Kola climates make up 11% and 6% respectively. Agriculture is the main source of 

livelihood. Cereal crops are widely grown for household consumption, while pulses and other cash 

crops are cultivated for income. In recent years, farming has been complemented by eucalyptus tree 

planting and small-scale trading in nearby towns. Additionally, the area hosts investment activities 

such as stone quarrying, grinding mills, and wood pole production (Dembecha Zuria Woreda 

Agricultural Office, 2022). 

 

 
Figure 1: Map of the study area prepared by the researcher (2022) 

 

2.2. Sampling and Methods of Data Collection 

This study used qualitative research methods, including in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, 

case studies, and direct observation, to identify the main factors driving land use change in the area 

and to explore the related socio-economic challenges. From the total of 33 Kebeles, Lejet and 

Yechereqa were intentionally selected due to the similarity in their land use systems and to allow for 

efficient use of time. Data collection in these Kebeles took place between April 7 and June 5, 2022. 
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During the data collection process, participants were clearly informed that the information they 

provided would be kept confidential. They were also made aware of their right to stop participating in 

interviews or discussions at any point and to skip any questions they did not feel comfortable 

answering. 

 

2.2.1.  In-depth interview 

An in-depth interview is a qualitative research method that involves exploring various aspects of a 

topic in detail to enhance the interviewers understanding (Bernard, 1994). For this study, eleven 

informants were purposively selected from both Kebeles, including three experts (one Woreda Socio-

Economic Expert and two Kebele Land Administration and Use experts) and eight rural farmers (five 

men and three women). The first two informants among the rural farmers were male leaders of the 

Kebele Land Use Committee, while the remaining six informants (three men and three women) were 

knowledgeable rural farmers chosen for their expertise. The number of informants was based on data 

saturation, meaning that additional interviews were no longer revealing new insights. 

2.2.2.  Focus group discussion 

A focus group discussion is a conversation held between researchers and a group of participants. It 

provides valuable information in a relatively short time from a larger number of people (Schensul and 

LeCompte, 2013). In this study, four focus group discussions were conducted with twenty-four 

participants who were carefully chosen from both Kebeles. The first two groups included seven and 

five male farmers, respectively, from both Kebeles. All of these men had considerable experience in 

their daily roles related to participation and decision-making within their communities. The other two 

groups each had six female participants, also selected with care from both Kebeles. These women 

were knowledgeable about the main causes of land use changes and the socio-economic challenges 

faced by the community. 

 

2.2.3.  Case study 

For this research, two ‘poor’ rural households (one male-headed and another female-headed 

household labeled as ‘poor’ by the society) were purposively selected to investigate their detailed life 

experience in line with their economic activities and socio-economic challenges they faced due to 

land use change. 

2.2.4.  Physical observation  

Structured observation was also carried out to take photographs that depict the current land use 

patterns in the study area, providing visual support for the findings. These images include farmlands 

converted into eucalyptus plantations, houses built illegally near small roads and around Kebele 

centers, rural investment activities, degraded grazing and forest lands, and dried-up water sources. 

 

2.3. Data Analysis 

In this study, a qualitative approach was used to organize and present the data in a descriptive manner. 

The audio recordings collected from in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, and case studies 

were transcribed into written form and then translated from Amharic to English. The researcher began 

by carefully examining the data to identify key themes related to the issues being studied. During this 

initial review, the information was broken down into smaller segments and analyzed for similarities 

that could suggest categories or themes. Once these categories were identified, the researcher explored 

the characteristics that define each one. After this initial stage, the researcher connected the emerging 

themes to see how they related to each other and to identify broader categories. Relationships were 

established between main categories and subcategories by looking closely at the conditions, context, 

actions, interactions, and outcomes that shaped the data. Finally, the researcher combined these 
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categories to explain the main factors driving land use changes and the socio-economic challenges 

faced by rural farmers. 

 

A detailed report was then prepared, organized around the study’s objectives, to clearly present the 

key findings.  

 

3. Results 

3.1. Land Use System  

According to the ideas of informants and discussants, the land use system of rural farmers in the study 

area changes from time to time. Nowadays, according to them, land becomes scarce and an expensive 

resource due to rapid population growth. Poor monitoring systems and insufficient land use plans 

prepared by the responsible experts are also mentioned by key informants as the major contributors 

towards the changing nature of the land use system in the area. 

   Similarly, most discussants in the FGD argued that farmers want to use their land to the best of their 

temporal need to get money or certain yield of production. They denied their obligation on the holding 

land and the land use plan they gained from concerned bodies. Moreover, according to them, 

governmental bodies themselves did not give any consideration for the sustainability of the land 

resource for the next generation. They only see the current source of income from private investors in 

terms of paying tax for the government. As a result, all land types (private, communal and 

governmental) are being changed into any other land uses that highly affect the land resources (FGD, 

2022). 

 

3.2. Major Driving Factors for Land Use Change in the Study Area 

3.2.1.  Population growth 

Population growth has been listed as the major cause of land use dynamics in the study area. This 

study found that the continuity of land use change in the area mainly resulted from rapid population 

growth. This is due to the fact that the more the population number is increased, the more the 

necessities for consumption also increase. Moreover, this study revealed that rapid population growth 

is one of the contributing factors towards land use change in the study area. For this, FGD discussants 

and key informants assured that the large population in their community increased the necessity of 

land use and it in turn affects the land use system. 

   In addition, the closed nature of the region’s rural land regulation made land distribution closed to 

the new generation joining the rural community from time to time due to the increase in birth rate. 

This also in turn made the rural land scarce for rural dwellers. The region’s rural land proclamation 

252/2017 article 13(1)) can also be mentioned as an evidence for this to happen. As a result, the new 

generation is being obligated to be dependent on parents who may give a plot of lands through 

bequest or gift. 

   Furthermore, as data from informants and discussants shows, population growth affects the land use 

system through increasing the demand for food consumption. In fact, the new generation population 

may be considered as a new power and productive force for a given country. But, in countries like 

Ethiopia the number of population does not make a difference due to the “underdeveloped” or 

“traditional” use of agricultural practices and more exploitive way of development activities. The 

large population requires a large amount of food consumption, which necessitates the exertion of 

much pressure on existing resources, particularly the land resource. It will also have a great impact on 

the economy of the rural society. As population growth increases from time to time the invasion of 

land for farming grazing and other purposes increases to the extent that even forests are cleared and 

turned to farmland in order to fulfill the needs of ever-increasing population which in turn leads to the 

exploitation of natural resources.  

 

 



Tsegaye Eskezia Almaw                East African Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities Volume 10 (1) 15‒32 

 

20 

3.2.2.  Poverty  

Poverty is mainly caused by low productivity of farm labor, which is linked to factors such as small 

farm sizes, poor land quality (especially infertile soil), limited use of improved technology, lack of 

capital (such as draft animals), poor health and labor availability, and restricted access to agricultural 

markets due to weak road networks and inadequate service institutions (Tesfaye, 2004). Although 

there is no single, universally agreed-upon definition of poverty, it is generally understood as a 

condition marked by a lack of basic human needs, including sufficient food, safe drinking water, 

sanitation, healthcare, shelter, education, and access to information, according to the descriptions 

provided by the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank.  

   In the study area poor people are primarily engaged in small-scale agriculture for their basic 

livelihood and they are obligated to use their land out of its normal or planned use in order to cover 

various problems they are facing in their household. As a result, rural land use is highly changed from 

time to time due to the unlimited interest of the society. 

   Most of the FGD discussants stated that poverty enforces the rural farmers to rent their holding land 

illegally to get money for their subsistence. In fact, the right of farmers to rent out their holding land 

for others is restricted or limited by specific period of time by the Amhara National Regional State 

land use Proclamation 252/2017 article 15(9). Again, the proclamation guided that the rented land 

should only be used for similar land usage with the previous one (article 15(2)). 

   However, in most cases, as data gained from informant interviews and FGD discussions 

demonstrated, landholders have been practicing renting their land illegally for unlimited periods of 

time and for any type of land use other than farming. The study participants also described that poor 

farmers changed their farm land to the planting of trees like eucalyptus as they couldn’t afford 

agricultural inputs like fertilizers. Similarly, the rural poor farmers are forced to rent out or ‘sale’ their 

holding land for investment activities and for house constriction to get sufficient money for daily 

survival. Hence, many of the poor farmers have been left empty handed and forced to migrate to other 

places abandoning their holding land.      

 

3.2.3.  Failure of rural land use policies, rules and regulations 

Frequent changes in political and government structures are responsible for successive changes in the 

land use system (Ebrahim and Mohamed, 2017). Like the previous land proclamations of the country 

and the region, the recent rural land administration and land use proclamations and regulations have 

many limitations. Similarly, this study found the most common limitation related to land legislations.  

According to information gathered from informants and focus group discussions, the approval of rural 

land rules and regulations was carried out without involving the rural community in the decision-

making process. Although rural farmers face land-related challenges daily and are aware of the 

shortcomings in the current practices, the land administration and use rules were not developed or 

updated using a bottom-up approach that takes into account input from lower levels. Instead, rural 

farmers and local institutions were expected to follow regulations created by higher authorities 

without having a say in their formation. 

   One of the Kebele experts, a 35 years old female expert, claimed the non-participatory creation of 

land related rules and regulations as follows: 

Although all rural land use rules and regulations are enforced at the local level, the 

policymakers who created the land administration and use proclamations did not consult us 

or gather any information from the grassroots about the problems with previous rules. The 

higher authorities not only overlooked discussions with rural farmers and local experts, but 

they also failed to provide us with any training or awareness about the newly formulated or 

revised rules. As a result, we are struggling to implement the updated land rules and 

regulations (Interview with an expert, 2022). 

   In addition, discussants argued most parts of the proclamation only indicate rights and obligations of 

land holders than clearly showing how and by whom they have to be implemented. It has failed to 
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show the responsibilities of each and every body to put it on the ground. It has also a limitation on its 

advocacy of unfair distribution of land. Article 13(1) prohibited new land distribution in the region 

and article 17(5) mentioned the legal inheritances of deceased who are children whether any of them 

have holding land or not. Hence, the restriction of new land distribution and inheritance permission of 

family members who have their own holding land left the young generations landless. 

   Among the two case studies that were held in the study area, one was conducted with a 68-year-old 

rural farmer who has been married and has 8 family members. He is labeled as 1‘Bureaucrat’ by the 

current government. He said the following about the unfair land distribution system practiced in the 

study area;  

First of all, I’m grateful to share the painful experience of losing our land with you. Talking 

about it helps ease the burden in my heart, and I believe it’s no coincidence that you’re here 

to listen. I’m now 68 years old, and I have lived through three different governments: the 

time of Emperor Haile Selassie, then the Derg regime, and finally the EPRDF. During the 

Imperial period, although I was still young, I learned that land was owned by families. The 

landlords were mostly from the ruling class, while other farmers had smaller plots for which 

they paid tribute. Back then, the emperor faced a revolution led by the people demanding 

“land to the tiller.” This uprising eventually led to the fall of the imperial government, and 

the Derg took control. Under the Derg, I worked as an administrator at the local kebele 

level. I had a large farm, created by clearing forest land, and even though socialism was the 

official policy, I had more than 5 hectares recorded under my name. But when the Derg fell 

and the EPRDF came to power in 1991, everything changed. The new government labeled 

former administrators like me as “bureaucrats” and confiscated most of my land, leaving 

me with just one hectare. That period was very difficult. People looked down on us, and it 

became hard to feed my family, which has more than eight members, with such a small 

piece of land. To this day, there has been no change in how land is distributed in our region. 

Still, I hold on to hope that within the next three years, the government will bring reform. 

   In fact, the rural land administration and use proclamation No. 42/2000 defined that all rural farmers 

should have equal right to have equal and fair access to land holding rights. Similarly, based on the 

document analysis of the researcher, the land administration and use regulation No.51/2007 

formulated from the revised land proclamation (No. 133/2006, article 5(2): 7) said that: 

Any person who had attained civil majority (above the age of 18 years old) in accordance 

with the laws of the country shall, where it is known that he/she is a rural resident engaging 

or wishing to engage in an agricultural activity have a right to freely acquire a land holding 

in the regional state.  

   Again, the recent revised rural land administration and use determination proclamation (No. 

252/2017, article 5(2): 9) stated that “any farmer residing in the region shall, despite gender or any 

other reasons of difference, have equal right to get land in holding.” 

   However, the prohibition of new land distribution by the newly revised proclamation (252/2017 

article 3(1)) left the new young generation in rural areas landless and unemployed. Most discussants 

in the FGD claimed that the land distribution that had been done once before 26 years in 1997 did not 

satisfy the interest of most rural farmers. Still today it is not evenly distributed for all rural farmers 

within the region. Some landowners who gained large amounts of the land are only beneficiaries, as 

are those who were public administrators (‘bureaucrats’) of the former government and those 

youngsters who established new households in recent times. 

 

3.2.4.  Impact of globalization on land use change  

Globalization interconnects the world community through information communication technologies, 

market, human migration, and other social, economic and political relations. In fact, the expansion of 

                                                           
1 It is a political term used as a nomenclature of cabinet members of the former Derg regime and mistreated by the EPDRF  



Tsegaye Eskezia Almaw                East African Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities Volume 10 (1) 15‒32 

 

22 

globalization has both positive and negative impacts on the day to day life of people in the world. 

According to Samuelson (2012), cited in Rahman (2013), globalization is ‘a double-edged sword’: a 

powerful vehicle that arises from economic growth, spreads new technology, and increases living 

standards but also an immensely controversial process that assaults national sovereignty, erodes local 

culture and tradition, and threatens economic and social stability. However, for developing countries 

like Ethiopia, as per the explanation of participants, it has many limitations than its advantage because 

of the failure of countries to balance and sustain the indigenous socio economic resources with the 

influence of newly introduced technologies.  

This study found that rural farmers in the study area faced many socio-economic challenges due to the 

influence of globalization. Many discussants in the FGD confirmed that the coming of technological 

instruments and production inputs like fertilizer and seed as a result of globalization highly affects the 

natural environment. It results in land degradation, soil erosion, soil fertility loss, deforestation, 

waterlogging, loss of biodiversity and ecosystem, and pollution of air and water bodies. According to 

their explanation the less productive condition of the land in turn tends rural people to convert their 

farm lands into other non-farm usages like tree plantation, house construction and rent for stone 

quarrying activities. 

   Similarly, data from informants show that the conversion of the way of life of rural societies into the 

so-called modern makes their economic productivity difficult and insufficient. Most rural farmers in 

the area are interested to leave the small-scale agricultural activities and in contrast they need to 

engage in small markets through shifting their holding land into nonproductive land uses. The former 

producers in rural areas used to produce a large yield of production for themselves and even for urban 

dwellers in the past now become consumers who engage in buying food consumption crops from the 

market with a high price. In addition to this, it is clear from the FGD discussion that the inflation 

increases from time to time and higher market costs make it impossible for poor farmers to survive 

since different technologies have been introduced through globalization in the study area. Nowadays 

most inputs and outputs of agricultural production are controlled by multinational enterprises and 

companies that jeopardize farmer’s productivity. This implies that, globalization results in the decline 

of household subsistence production in the study area.  

 

3.3. Social and Economic Challenges of Rural Farmers  

3.3.1.  Social challenges 

3.3.1.1. Social disputes  

The rapid change in land use system of rural farmers is believed to be associated with various social 

challenges in the day to day life of the rural farming community. According to the justification of 

FGD discussants the change of lands into eucalyptus tree plantation, house construction, illegal rent of 

land as property and other improper investment activities aggravate social disputes. Most of the time, 

abuttal farmers disputed with others due to the side effects of the planted trees, like eucalyptus trees, 

or the constructed houses nearby their crops, which were shadowing sunlight, exposing their crops to 

droplets of rainwater from house roofs, and recoiling the cropland through the movement of humans 

and cattle. At the same time the above inadequate land use activities create family conflicts in the 

study area. Couples who have communal land right fights even tend to be divorced due to the habit of 

husbands using the income gained from land rent, wood sales, and/or house rent for personal interest 

rather than for family consumption (FGD, 2022).  

   A discussant in the FGD who was one of the represented elders to resolve disputes between private 

investors and the local people stated the following about the investment activities in their area: 

The expansion of investment activities in our area, which often takes place on lands rented 

from the poor farmers, has highly depleted the natural resources, including grazing lands. As 

a result, we rural farmers are divided into three sides: the first group are those who expect or 

gain benefits from investors who stand with their side, the second group are those who know 

the side effect of the activity stands opposite to the investment, and the third group are those 
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who stand neutral since they don’t care about the communal land. So, we tend to lose our 

social values and want to go to legal bodies to express our disapproval, while most decisions 

are influenced by the administrative decisions of political leaders rather than the legal 

background that supports the interest of the rural poor (Discussant in the FGD, 2022). 

   During field observation, the researcher had seen communities of a small village who were 

debating with a private investor who had got permission to practice his investment on the 

grazing land of the rural community. In fact, the proclamation stipulates that every investment 

activity shall consider the agreement of the community and farmers have to get balanced 

compensation in return for the exploited resource. However, the investors and pertinent 

bodies forced the rural poor to agree without paying fair compensation. This made the rural 

farmers to contradict and to suspect each other through their day to day life. 

 

3.3.1.2. Dispossession of women and elders  

Women and elders are the most victims of the variability of land use system in the study area. As 

discussed above, these groups of society are the most active participants in illegal land rent activities 

because of their exhaustion to protect their land and to produce crops. According to the explanation 

from informants and discussants, widowed or divorced women and elders lack the physical capacity 

and stamina to perform agricultural activities, and even if there is a labor force in their house, most of 

the time they lack oxen to plow their plots of land. Therefore, they are forced to rent out their land for 

others securing benefits in kind or cash while rent in cash is common in the study area. The problem 

is not giving their land in rent to others but, as informants said, the way they rent out is not being 

undertaken in a legal way at the pertinent office in written form. Rather, they give it through 

informally written or oral local agreement by assigning witnesses from local elders and the duration is 

not clearly specified.  

   After a while the rent taker tends to use the land for any usage out of the regular land use that is 

predetermined by land experts and in a long run, he/she tends to change the holding right into him/her 

according to the illegal local agreement. Hence, women and elders often meander in legal offices to 

return their ownership right by renting other land for transportation and the assignment of attorneys 

who speak for them at courts. Here, the researcher understood that those who have no awareness or 

who lack ability to attend court decisions lose their ownership right. 

   The second case study was held with a divorced woman who is 39 years old and who has 2 children. 

She told the researcher how illegal land rent affects her family as follows. 

I am a widowed woman, 39 years old. I have two children that I brought forth from my 

husband that I divorced 15 years ago. When we got divorced, I received only 0.5 hectare (2 

timad in local measurement) of land from my ex-husband, though I am responsible for 

growing both of our children. My son is 22 years old, and my daughter is 18 years old. Five 

years ago, when my son failed grade 10, I gave half of my land, which means 1 timad (0.25 

hectare), in rent for a person who lives in town for 50,000 birr to a person who lives in the 

town for 25 years. The agreement was done informally because I feared the legal office 

would not allow me to rent out my land for a long period of time. By that time, I was happy 

since my son had a chance to join a private college like his friends using the money from 

rent for tuition fees. My son completed his college education somehow with that money 

even though he is still unemployed. The person who rented my holding land covered the 

land with eucalyptus trees, and I even heard that he had sold it many times and got much 

income. By now my family is in an atrocious life due to the shortage of food. We simply 

sustain our life by brewing Areki2 supported by the crop, not more than 2/3 sack that we 

gained from the remaining land rented in kind for other farmers. Sometimes my son forces 

me to deny the previous agreement and to return back the rented land. But the social norm 

                                                           
2 A local alcohol drink brewed by rural women in the study area 
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that we grow through doesn’t allow doing such types of activities. That's why I am waiting 

not to accuse him while he changed the land use type (case study interview conducted on 

May 3, 2022). 

   Similarly, female FGD discussants argue that Women and elders unlike men did not get balanced 

compensation in cash or in kind during the loss of their holding lands for investment activities, for 

public usage or for new house construction distributions in establishing Kebele centers. Most of the 

time, rural communities are forced to be alienated from their land taken for investment purposes and 

they are not paid adequate compensation (Asmera, 2018). They are not beneficiaries in terms of 

money or in terms of getting balanced land compensation to the previous one due to many influences 

that restrict to keep their rights. Lastly, discussants also demonstrated that many women had been 

marginalized and expropriated from the usage of their holding land when they became divorced from 

their husbands (FGD, 2022).  

3.3.1.3. Unemployment and migration  

Like the above challenges, unemployment and migration are also social challenges resulting from the 

variable nature of the land use system in Dembecha Woreda. In past times, according to the statement 

of a female key informant, youths were supporting their families and leading their lives, engaging in 

different activities and renting land from others in kind or by sharing a third or half of the product, 

labor contribution in the form of plowing, weeding, and collecting crops to get a crop share/wage. But 

nowadays, as she said, most of the lands of rural farmers had changed into Eucalyptus trees and the 

remaining are rented out for the riches who pay much money and buy the land for a long period of 

time. 

   The study also found that types of works created by investors are lower in wages and exploit native 

labor forces, which in turn increases migration. Due to this fact, the rural poor, especially rural youth 

who did not have any landholding rights, became challenged as a result of unemployment, and they 

lacked daily consumption for themselves and their families. Hence, many of them are obligated to 

migrate into other areas searching for a job to sustain the life of their family, and some others tend to 

spend their time in urban areas or unfavorable places like pubs, casinos, and theft. 

   Furthermore, another informant said that landless youth are not only unemployed but also many 

land holders are also become out of work due to their decision to cover all their holding land by 

Eucalyptus tree or rent out certain part of their land for others for a long period of time. So, the heads 

of the household and the youths in the family become idle and this leads certain members of the 

family to migrate into other urban areas to spend their life time in work. In addition to this, according 

to the saying of key informants, the impact of globalization is also considered the main factor for 

unemployment and migration. The influence of globalization and modernization pushes rural farmers 

to shift in to privatization and it leads to the degradation of social capital. 

3.3.1.4. Loss of cultural values  

Rural societies in Ethiopia, particularly in the study area, have many socio-cultural values within their 

day-to-day socio-economic activities and interactions. This study found that in previous times, rural 

people of the study area strongly interacted with their neighbors and extended family members to 

perform socio-cultural and economic activities beneficial for their lives. Every economic activity was 

done through teamwork, and any joy and grief occasions were celebrated together. Nevertheless, 

nowadays socio-cultural values are being highly degraded due to the change in land use systems and 

ways of life in general. A key informant who regret by the degradation of cultural values in their 

community shared the following idea for the researcher: 

Formerly, our life (the life of rural farmers) was attractive and adorable even though we 

haggled to produce a high yield of production for the consumption of our family and urban 

dwellers through purchasing food crops. There was a culture of supporting others during 

their farming, weed control, moving crops, and threshing. Similarly, any feast occasions and 
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funeral events were performed together with our neighbors, relatives, and beloved. By that 

time, we have a culture of saving the best seeds for the next season, and if one of our 

beloveds lacks a seed to sow, we share seeds and food crops with him without any 

ambivalence. We cooperate for everything in our day-to-day activities. For example, we 

spent all day together to complete all the work of an individual farmer, and then we finished 

the work of all members of our group. This is because the farmland was not converted into 

other fall-apart plots; rather, most of us used a large size of farmland to produce a high yield 

of production. Even when someone gets married in his family and if someone encounters 

death from his parents, all the feast was covered by the beloved group members. We create 

friendships with landholders near our farmland, and then we strengthen them through 

spiritual and cultural relations, like, for example, giving our child to a spiritual father, the 

so-called “Abe Lij, marriage relations, and feast corporations called “Mahiber. But today 

this cultural value does not exist. Almost all farmers, including me, spared social and group 

activities and turned our lives into the so-called ‘modern’ way that encourages a private way 

of life. This leads us to face many challenges since no one can forthrightly help and stand 

with us. So, I can say that all these things are resulting from the rapid change of land use 

systems in our community (an interview with a key informant, 2022). 

   From the interview it is clear that, in the study area, local cultures are significantly replaced with 

cultures of the western world due to the influence of globalization. Unlike the previous time, rural 

people are not strongly tied through cultural values such as eating together, working together, helping 

each other, creating social bonds and performing feast occasions together. This happened due to the 

conversion of communal high yield crop production into small and fragmented economic activities 

done by private level. As a result, rural farmers tend to shift their farm into other informal economic 

activities such as permanent tree plantation, land rent and informal house construction. 

3.3.2. Economic challenges  

3.3.3.  Over exploitation of natural resources 

Key Informants who are experts in Woreda and Kebele land use administration and use office stated 

that Dembecha Zuria Woreda was previously known for its fertile soil, productivity, forest coverage, 

biodiversity, wildlife and black stone mineral. Thereby, many private investors were attracted to come 

into this Woreda to invest in different agricultural productions. But, nowadays according to their 

explanation, most of the resources have been degraded and the remaining, especially the black stone 

mineral, is being extracted by many investors irresponsibly which damages forest lands and degrades 

the soil too. 

   Population growth in northern Ethiopia and particularly in the study area leads to land use change 

by shifting every piece of land into cultivated land to produce food or to plant trees that leads to 

demand for additional farming and grazing land. On the other hand, felling of trees for firewood 

charcoal and constructional materials without replacement is a major problem that contributes to the 

loss of forest lands and indigenous trees. In addition to this, stone quarrying is the major activity that 

has a significant impact on the change of the environment and the land use system. 

   Most discussants in the FGDs demonstrated that the current land use systems of rural farmers and 

investors lack scientific plan and responsibility. Almost all land users only consider their temporary 

benefit rather than keeping nature sustainable for the next generation. According to their idea, those 

investors who are involving in different investment activities did not practice their work accordingly 

the agreement they sign and the guideline even though the proclamation says “every investment 

activity shall consider the none or least existence of side effects on the environment” (Article 13 

(4)(b): 14). Many of them did not prepare land use plans to protect the environment from damage. 

They simply care about the profit they obtain from the activity than the social, cultural, economic and 

environmental sustainability. In addition to this, some investors are also being involved in selling the 

soil for urban dwellers illegally opposite to their legal license which is quarrying stone. As a result, 
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they are highly exploiting and degrading resources like soil, stone, forest, wetlands and biodiversity 

(FGD, 2022). 

   Similarly, a key informant from the rural farmers told to the researcher about deforestation and 

resource exploitation as follows: 

Twenty years ago, this area was full of dense forest and various wild animals. Even though I 

was a smart hunter, I killed many animals to eat the meat with my family. But nowadays, 

due to the coming of investment activities and the expansion of invading communal lands 

by the large population, forests become overexploited, wildlife disappears, and the landform 

has become a high cliff due to the extraction of stone; here we lost many cattle falling down 

through the cliff (an interview held on May 6, 2022). 

   Again, some of the FGD discussants accused rural farmers of their spoliation of the communal lands 

to expand holding lands that adversely affect the wellbeing of forests and wildlife. Rural farmers also 

play a great role in degrading soil fertility and exacerbating deforestation by planting environmentally 

unfriendly trees on their farmlands, such as the eucalyptus tree, which is the most common tree in the 

area. Beyond its benefit as a source of income, construction, and firewood, the eucalyptus tree has a 

great impact on the soil and the environment as well. It reduces the fertility of the soil and changes the 

soil into acidity, which is difficult to produce any type of crop later. The figure below shows the over 

exploitation of natural resources y inadequate investment activities in the study area.  

 
Figure 2: Deforestation resulted from investment activities 

Source: Observation, 2022 

 

3.3.4.  Shortage of arable lands and scarcity of crop production  

In recent years, as said earlier, rural lands in the study area have been shifted into different land uses 

that are not scientifically recommended. Fundamentally, farmers are being attracted to shift their 

arable land into Eucalyptus tree plantations and they are being involved in illegal house construction 

which aggravates illegal land rent. The involvement in investment activities encouraged by the 

government also played a great role in changing the land use system. This widespread land use change 

supported by rapid population growth leads to scarcity of farmland. Hence, rural farmers faced a 

shortage of food crop production for their consumption and it makes the crop production insufficient 

to feed the urban dwellers by selling food and cash crops (FGD, 2022). 
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   Most of the informants revealed that shifting farm lands into other land usage such as tree plantation 

and house construction is the major reason for the reduction of productivity in the study area. The soil 

fertility has been reduced due to the expansion of eucalyptus tree plantation as discussed previously 

and it in turn led to the shortage of productivity. Moreover, according to informants, climate change 

and shortage of inputs are also reasons for the reduction of productivity. 

   The document analysis of this study shows that, more than 98% of food consumption in Ethiopia is 

based on a small-scale agricultural economy (Ministry of Agriculture, 2021). Similarly, most of the 

rural dwellers of Ethiopia live on small scale agricultural activities that are directly linked to land. 

That is why the change in the rural land use system affects their day-to-day life. The study found that 

agricultural activities such as farming, wood sales, animal products and sales, etc. are the major 

income source of households residing in rural areas.  

   Although most of the rural farmers strive to sustain their lives in agricultural activities, they suffer 

from different challenges. These challenges can be directly related with a shortage of farmland 

resulting from population growth that aggravates land use dynamics, in turn; it reduces the 

productivity of the land due to soil infertility and climate change. This study revealed that many rural 

farmers do not get enough annual food consumption because of less productivity. Thus, it leads many 

children to suffer from stunting due to a shortage of food diversity. 

 

3.3.5.  Shortage of grazing land and loss of animal products 

Like the production of food crops, animal products are also being destroyed in the study area due to 

several reasons. As stated by the informants, the first reason is the elimination of grazing lands due to 

the expansion of investment activities and spoliation of communal pasture lands by the farmers 

themselves. According to them, investors who bring a certain plot of land from the government 

usually tend to expand their land illegally through digging the grazing land and cutting trees. Dust 

materials released from their machines and the continuous movement of different machinery also has 

a great impact on damaging grazing lands, polluting water bodies, and the air, which highly affects the 

well-being of cattle and bees through drought and changing the climate. This reduced the quality and 

quantity of products of animals like milk, meat, and honey due to the absence of turf pasture lands, 

pure waters, good air, and fertile forests. This, in turn, leads to food deficiency and insecurity. 

   Similarly, rural farmers tend to shove grass and forest lands near their holding land by thinking that 

if they leave it free, other investors will occupy it. After a while the grazing land became narrow and a 

large number of cattle faced hunger due to the shortage of pasture lands. Then the only alternative is 

selling the cattle before they die. The researcher had a conversation with the person in the first case 

study about the shortage of grazing lands and the reduction of animal products. He explained the issue 

as follows:  

During previous times, grasslands, forest lands, and water bodies were good for animal 

breeding and for bee husbandry. Surprisingly, by that time I had owned more than 30 cattle, 

50 sheep and goats, and 40 honey bees. The farm was ploughed by more than two or three 

pairs of oxen, milk products such as cheese, butter and sour milk were excess, lamb meat 

was sufficiently eaten and much amount of bee honey was produced for household 

consumption and for market sales. Even though I was not aware of saving money and 

buying house in urban areas, there were many alternatives to get money including producing 

cash crops. Most of the time, we farmers did not have any plan to perk up our future life that 

is why I lost the past opportunities to support the current livelihood. Nowadays, due to the 

absence of sufficient grazing land and drinking water for our cattle, I have only two 

attenuated oxen, one cow, and a few sheep. Similarly, today I have no honey bee in my 

backyard due to the effect of the dust released from grinding mills and shortage of forest 

lands. As a result, life becomes difficult in the shortage and absence of animal products that 

can be used for food and source of income (An interview held on March 28, 2022). 
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   The second reason that leads to reducing the production of animals, according to FGD discussants, 

is that most rural farmers shifted their farmland into eucalyptus plantations, and no large-sized land 

remained to plow. Unless they plow any farmland, they don’t want to look after animals, so they need 

to reduce the number of cattle or lose overall. This caused the rural farmers to lose different products 

of animals, such as milk and meat. 

 

 
Figure 3: Degradation of grazing lands  

Source: Observation, 2022 

 

3.3.6.  Drying of water bodies and scarcity of clean water 

The revised rural land administration and use proclamation No. 252/2017 article 27(1) (d) suggests 

that “rural landholders have an obligation to take care of water sources not to go dry due to improper 

farming” (p. 23). Nevertheless, water bodies in the study area are being dried due to uncontrolled 

anthropogenic activities. The expansion of planting eucalyptus trees is considered as the major factor 

for the drying of small rivers and water sources by informants. According to them, the rural 

communities are being widely involved in damaging environmentally friendly indigenous trees and 

shifting farm lands into Eucalyptus tree plantations which had a great impact on water bodies. Most 

lands near to water areas have been covered with this harmful plant while it has its own advantage in 

affording income during its sales. This tree, as different researches like Zegeye (2010) and Mekonnen 

(2016) demonstrated, has long roots that absorb a large amount of water to survive and it also 

degrades the fertility of the soil.  
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Figure 4: Scarcity of drinking water  

Source: Observation, 2022 

 

A woman, who interviewed when she was waiting for her turn to fetch water, said the following about 

the scarcity of drink water in the study area: 

As you look at the array, the number of people who use water from this little spring is high. 

I have been waiting for my order for more than two hours. The issue of water becomes 

difficult from time to time because of climate change and drought. In previous times there 

was no water problem. As a result, any person and even animals could easily get clean water 

to drink. Nonetheless, nowadays, unless we fetch from some far place, our family and our 

cattle can’t get drunk. This makes us very tired of doing other housework, especially since 

we females are more responsible than males. I think the big spring water and other small 

rivers dried up due to the expansion of eucalyptus plantations since it affects water bodies, 

as we heard from agricultural experts. Even though experts tell us not to plant it every 

Sunday at church, we farmers did not take action by considering the temporal importance of 

the eucalyptus as a source of income. Finally, the government should answer our question 

by constructing a water pipe near our village (an interview held in May 2022).  

   From the above observation and interview held with the key informant, I can conclude that there is a 

shortage of clean water in the study area, so rural people and animals suffer from drinking water 

scarcity. As a result, women and young girls are obliged to search for water traveling into far areas 

which make them tired and affect their day-to-day life.  

4. Discussions 

Based on the study's results, it is evident that high population growth leads to a reduction in the land 

available to rural farmers. This increased demand for food consumption further narrows communal 

and forest lands due to the expansion of farmland, resulting in the over-exploitation of natural 

resources, including agricultural land. All these side effects of population growth significantly 

contribute to land use change. This finding aligns with a previous study by Berhan and Woldeamlak 

(2014), which stated that the felling of trees for firewood, charcoal, and construction materials without 

adequate replacement is a major factor in the loss of forest land and indigenous tree species. 

   In addition to this, the failure of land use policies makes differences between rural farmers in land 

distribution and utilization based on their political stand by labeling as “Bureaucrat” even though the 

land policies and proclamations stated as land is owned by the state and the public. These driving 

factors combined with globalization and modernization change the land use systems of rural farmers.  

   The other important point that can be raised from this research is the argument of the economic 

system being used in Ethiopia in general and in Amhara regional state, in particular. Indeed, the 
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constitution of the country stated the state ownership of land, as there are no private property rights in 

land under article 40(3) (Federal Negarit Gazeta, 1995). Similarly, the revised Amhara National 

Regional State Rural Land Administration and Use Proclamation No. 252/2017 article 5(1): 9) 

suggested that “the right to ownership of land is vested in the state and the public''. Nevertheless, the 

finding shows that the holding land is being illegally rented out without the recognition of the 

government and out of the written regulation. 

   The fluid land use system in the study area had a great effect on the socio-economic life of rural 

farmers in different dimensions. It is evident that meeting the production demands of humanity 

requires changes to land use (Fikir, Nurhassen, and Atkilt, 2009). However, the extent of its change 

and over utilization of rural lands makes the development activities improper. As stated earlier the 

rural land use is being shifted into other uses such as environmentally unfriendly tree plantation 

(mainly Eucalyptus), illegal rent, house construction and investment activities that are not sustainable. 

These economic activities are being used by the rural farmers, private investors and governmental 

bodies as well as development alternatives to the best of the temporal benefits. In contrast, such types 

of development activities have various socio-economic impacts not only on the next generation but 

also on the current generation. The results support previous findings by Alemayehu and Abera (2015), 

which reported that 38% of children in the West Gojjam Zone were stunted due to a lack of dietary 

diversity, and 22% were underweight as a result of food insecurity. Moreover, the misuse of land 

exacerbates disputes between rural farmers which, in turn, increase the dispossession of land holders, 

especially women and elders. As the research result above shows, rural farmers have lost their socio-

cultural values and many farmers have been unemployed and migrated to other areas. In this regard, 

Meyfroidt and Lambin (2011) notes that economic globalization combined with land scarcity 

increases the complexity of land use change in developing countries.  

Similarly, the changing land use system brought many economic challenges like; over-exploitation of 

natural resources, shortage of food crops, loss of animal products, and scarcity of drinking water in 

the area. Thus, this study found the same result with previous study which assured as more than 38% 

of children in the study area were prone to stunting due to shortage of diversified food (Achenef, 

Alemayehu, and Abera, 2015). 

 

5. Conclusions and Recommendations 

This research has conducted to identify major contributing factors for land use dynamics and the 

subsequent socio-economic challenges faced by the community in the study area by using qualitative 

research methods of data collection such as in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, case studies 

and observation. Accordingly, the finding revealed that population growth, poverty, limitation of land 

use policies and globalization are the major contributing factors for change in land use system and the 

resulting socio-economic and environmental challenges faced by the community. 

   The study specifically found out that several socio-economic challenges social disputes, 

dispossession of land holders especially women and elders from their land holding, unemployment 

and migration, and loss of cultural values are common in the area. In addition, over exploitation of 

natural resources, shortage of food crops, loss of animal products and scarcity of drink water are 

major economic challenges. Finally, this study recommends the government to reduce the social and 

economic challenges of the rural people in collaborating with development practitioners and 

environmentalists by advocating environmentally friendly sustainable, and transformable agricultural 

activities for rural farmers and insuring equal and fair use of rural land for all residents of the 

community without any difference. 
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