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Introduction 
 
 
Many people in this world are being confronted with different social, economic, political and 
ecological insecurities on a daily basis. The poor, however, generally face more insecurities 
than the wealthy, while at the same time being less able to cope with them. They may, for 
example, live in the more polluted areas of cities or on land more prone to floods. This results 
in higher health and ecological risks, whereas they do not have the means to solve such 
problems.  

However, not only the poor are unable to cope with risks. From the early days on, it was 
recognised that most people are not able to limit the negative results of situations of risk by 
themselves. This has led to the creation of public or collective arrangements that aim at 
protecting households and individuals against low or declining living standards arising from 
situations of risk. Such protection is provided by presenting the households and individuals 
basic needs. The public or collective arrangements can be called social security systems. 
These systems try to accomplish a state of social security in which basic needs, like food, 
shelter, health, protection and care, are secured. 

In the past years, increasing attention is given to the concept of social security within 
the framework of development co-operation and poverty reduction. The economic crisis in 
East Asia during the 1990s made clear that vulnerability to economic, social, political or 
environmental shocks is an intrinsic aspect of poverty. Furthermore, consultations with the 
poor about their perspectives on poverty also brought the importance of vulnerability as an 
aspect of poverty to the forefront. The World Development Report (WDR) 2000/2001 
emphasises the importance of social security for poverty reduction. The report states that 
vulnerability to external, and largely uncontrollable, events is an intrinsic part of poverty. It 
reinforces poor people's sense of ill-being, exacerbates their material poverty, and weakens 
their bargaining position (World Bank 2001: 3). Enhancing (social) security and reducing 
poor people's vulnerability, therefore, are important aspects for any poverty reduction 
strategy. 

The increasing attention to the role of social security in poverty reduction has led to a 
review of different systems and their effectiveness in providing social security and reducing 
poverty. Formerly, statutory programmes of social security were thought to be best suited for 
these tasks. Indigenous systems of social security existing in developing countries were 
considered as obstacles in the path to modernisation and economic development and had to be 
replaced by modern systems (Von Benda-Beckman 1996: 140). However, the implementation 
of statutory social security systems can have negative consequences. As statutory programs 
only cover those persons working in the formal sector, it can lead to structural inequality 
between people working in the formal sector and those working in the informal sector. This 
has particular disadvantages for the (rural) poor, who are not employed in the formal sector 
and therefore not covered by the system. Moreover, the costs associated with maintaining the 
system of services are unbearable for developing countries. These recognitions led to a 
reappraisal of the traditional or indigenous systems of social security. 

Nowadays, it is believed that the indigenous systems are better suited to make a 
significant contribution to poverty reduction, because they would better reach the poor. 
Besides this, it is believed that these systems very often provide the only form of social 
security to the majority of the poor people in developing countries (Midgley 1994: 222). As a 
result a pledge is made to the policy makers to �take account of indigenous systems and find 
ways of strengthening and utilising their resources� (ibid. 222). 



�It�s like carrying a heavy box with many people.�  11 

Despite the positive assumptions, relatively little research is or has been done on the 
relation between indigenous systems of social security and poverty reduction. Even less has 
been written about the practical application this relation has for development co-operation. 
The DAC Scoping Study rightly notes that �[the indigenous systems of social security]� 
appear to receive scant attention by donors and there has been relatively little analysis of what 
aid agencies have done or could do to strengthen or preserve existing social safety nets 
structures and practices� (DAC 1999: 22). The report therefore states that research should be 
done to clarify what indigenous systems of social security entail for poverty reduction and 
how development agencies can better support these systems (ibid. 125). 
 

Research objective and question 
 
This study was set up in order to contribute to the application of indigenous social security 
systems for development co-operation. The study provides an insight into the effects of 
indigenous systems of social security on poverty reduction. For this purpose, five indigenous 
systems of social security were assessed in the city of Harar, Ethiopia. The central research 
question of this study is:  
 

�To what extent do the indigenous social security systems, present in the city of Harar, 
contribute to poverty reduction?� 
 

In order to answer the research question, six sub-questions were formulated. First of all, it was 
necessary to establish what constitutes poverty in the city of Harar. Questions like �Who are 
(considered to be) the poor?�, �Why are they considered to be poor?� and �What are their most 
urgent needs and problems?� were formulated in order to answer the first sub-question. 
Secondly, it was necessary to establish which indigenous systems of social security are 
present in Harar and, thirdly, how they function. Here, questions were formulated like �What 
are the aims of the different systems?�, �Who contributes to these systems and what is being 
contributed?�, �Who controls the distribution of the assets?�, �How often are the assets 
distributed and to whom?�, �What do the beneficiaries of the systems receive, how much and 
how often?�, �Which conditions are made for the use of the assistance?� and �How is the 
assistance used by the beneficiaries of the systems?�.  

In order to establish the extent to which the indigenous systems contribute to poverty 
reduction two criteria are used. These criteria are: reaching the poor and tackling the most 
urgent needs and problems of the poor. In order to contribute to poverty reduction, the social 
security systems have to comply with these criteria. It was, therefore, assessed to what extent 
these systems reach the poor and to what extent they tackle the most urgent needs and 
problems of the poor. These form the fourth and firth sub-questions of the research. The last 
sub-question was formulated to find out how do the beneficiaries judge the effects of the 
systems on their living standards. 

Besides the above topics, attention was also paid to the extent to which it would be 
viable for development organisations to get involved in the indigenous systems of social 
security. In order to give some comments on this matter, the knowledge and assumptions of 
development organisations on (getting involved in) the indigenous systems of social security 
were examined. Furthermore, it was assessed how development organisations and actors of 
these social security systems feel about possible involvement of development organisations. 
In addition, attention was paid to the experiences of some organisations with assisting or co-
operating with these systems. 
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Selection of the research location 
 
The research was carried out in the city of Harar, Ethiopia. The selection of the location was 
based on several arguments. First of all, it was chosen to conduct the research in an Islamic 
society, due to a personal interest in Islamic culture and the social security systems that form 
part of it. Due to the security situation in the Middle East, however, it was decided not to 
conduct the research in that region1. An alternative country was looked for in Eastern Africa. 
Ethiopia was selected because a substantial part of its population is Muslim. Secondly, the 
decision was made to conduct the research in a small city, for this type of city is large enough 
to contain representatives of all social and economic classes, while at the same time is easier 
to survey than a city with over a million inhabitants.  

These considerations together led to the selection of the city Harar. Harar is the fourth 
holiest city of Islam2 and the main Muslim city, in terms of both population and significance, 
in Ethiopia. With its approximately 110,000 citizens it falls into the category of a small city. 

Because of time-constraints, it was not possible to cover the entire city of Harar in this 
study. Therefore, the research was restricted to two Kebeles3 in Harar. The selection criteria 
for the two Kebeles were the presence of indigenous social security systems and the presence 
of poor persons and households, as the research aimed at assessing the contribution of 
indigenous systems of social security to poverty reduction. 

Regarding the first selection criteria it became clear that not all the indigenous social 
security systems present in the city, are present in each Kebeles. This has mostly to do with 
the strong division between different religious and ethnic groups in Harar. One can easily 
speak of a compartmentalised society along religious and ethnic lines. This results, among 
other things, in a geographical division of the different population groups. In some Kebeles, 
therefore, one may find almost exclusively Muslim Harari inhabitants, while other Kebeles 
are distinctive Orthodox4 Amharic. Since the Islamic and Orthodox population groups have 
different social security systems, not all systems can be found in each Kebele. 

Although the intention of the research was to focus on Islamic social security systems 
only, it was decided during the fieldwork that the Orthodox systems would also be taken into 
consideration, as approximately half of the inhabitants of Harar is Orthodox. Therefore, one 
Kebele with a predominately Muslim population and one with a predominately Orthodox 
population needed to be selected. 

The presence of poor households and individuals formed the second selection criteria. It 
was decided to select two Kebeles where poverty is above the average in Harar. Because if 
poverty is common in the neighbourhood the beneficiaries of the social security systems 
present will, most likely, also include the poor. This would make it possible to analyse the 
effects of the systems on their poverty situation. Initially, it was planned to use economic 
criteria to establish the poverty situation in a Kebele, but information on income was not 
available. In stead, �visible� criteria of poverty were used, such as the state of the houses, the 
number of homeless people and beggars, the availability of health services, schools, water 
pumps and sewerage in the Kebeles. 

Due to a lack of secondary data on the distribution of the different religious and ethnic 
groups and of poverty in the city, the selection of the Kebeles was done in consultation with 
                                                 
1 The, at that time, expected war on Iraq and the anti-western feelings in the region resulting from this, were the 
direct causes for the decision not to conduct the research in the Middle East. 
2 The first, second and third being respectively Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem. 
3 A Kebele is the lowest administrational level in Ethiopia. It can be considered as a neighbourhood. The city of 
Harar is divided into nineteen Kebeles. Although most Kebeles have nick-names, they are officially referred to 
by their number � so Kebele 01 till Kebele 19.  Each Kebele has its own administration office and committee.  
4 The word Orthodox refers to the Ethiopian Christian Orthodox religion. 
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different civil servants and employees of government offices and non-governmental 
organisations (ngo�s). Kebele 02 and Kebele 12 were selected, because the informants 
believed these to be among the poorest areas in Harar. Kebele 02 has a majority of Muslim 
inhabitants, while most inhabitants in Kebele 12 are Orthodox. Within the two Kebeles 
combined, all indigenous social security systems present in Harar can be found. 
 

Selection of the indigenous social security systems 
 
In this study five indigenous social security systems are examined on their contributions to 
poverty reduction. The five systems are the afocha, baha, iddir, ikub and zakât. The afocha 
and iddir can considered to be, respectively, the Muslim and Orthodox variants of the same 
system. The same goes for the baha and ikub. Zakât is the social security system embedded in 
the Islamic religion and does not have an Orthodox equivalent. 

It was clear from the beginning that the zakât, afocha and iddir were going to be part of 
the study. They can clearly be considered as social security systems and are often referred to 
as such in the literature5. This is not the case for the baha and ikub. They are often seen as 
traditional saving institutions (Aredo 1993: 249). However, there are certain rules in the baha 
and ikub systems that have strong social security components. The assets of the group, for 
example, can be used to provide the members with basic needs. Furthermore, it is always 
stated that the objective of the baha or ikub is to assist each other in times of need.6 Or, in 
other words, to protect members from low or declining living standards. It was therefore 
decided to include the baha and ikub systems in this study. 

With exception of the zakât, the social security systems all comprise out of several 
membership groups. In 2003, there were around 47 afocha groups in Harar, more than one 
hundred iddir groups, around eight baha groups and an unknown number of ikub groups 
(most likely several tens). For this study those groups operating in Kebele 02 and Kebele 12 
were contacted. All but one were willing to participate in the research. In total, ten afocha 
groups, fourteen iddir groups, three baha groups and five ikubs groups were included in the 
research. 
 

Research methods 
 
The fieldwork for this study was carried out from January until July 2003. During the 
fieldwork several research methods were used in order to obtain the information necessary to 
answer the research question and sub-questions. The following data collection techniques 
were employed in this research: interviews (139), ranking exercises (62), focus group 
discussions (three), secondary data analysis (twelve reports), and participant observations and 
informal conversations. In total, around 197 people were approached during the fieldwork. 
Most of these people can be divided into different groups, namely leaders of the indigenous 
social security systems (33 people), beneficiaries of these systems (82 people), poor, non-
beneficiaries (53 people) and employees of development organisations (fifteen people). In 
addition, interviews were held with government officials, teachers and specialised informants 
� like a historian (fourteen people). 

In this paragraph, it is which research methods were applied in order to obtain the 
information necessary to answer the six sub-questions as well as the additional information. 
Furthermore, some comments are made on the limitations of the research. 

                                                 
5 See for example Al-Qardawi (1999), Ahmed (1965) or Pankhurst (2001) 
6 See the interviews with the leaders and members of the baha and ikub groups. 
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Question 1: What constitutes poverty in the city of Harar? 
In order to answer the first sub-question, several methods were used. To get the first general 
impression of the poverty situation in Harar, several government reports were studied7. 
Furthermore, interviews were held with employees of different development organisations, 
civil servants and a teacher at a local high school � eleven in total. After a general impression 
was obtained, fifteen interviews with poor persons were conducted, in order to find out their 
perceptions on poverty. Seven interviews were held in Kebele 02 and eight in Kebele 12. In 
addition, three focus group discussions were held. Although the idea was to conduct meetings 
with men and women, it was not possible to organise a focus group discussion with men. 
Many men work long hours during the day and can only be found around their house in the 
evenings. This was especially the case for impoverished men. Because of safety reasons, it 
was decided not to go into the Kebeles in the evenings. Therefore, no focus group discussion 
was conducted with men. Of the three focus group discussions that took place, two were with 
women (one in Kebele 02 and one in Kebele 12) and one with youth (in Kebele 02). In total, 
fourteen women and eight youth participated in the discussions. 

Besides the interviews and focus group discussions, ranking exercises were conducted 
with 62 poor persons. The purpose of these exercises was to rank the most urgent needs and 
problems of the poor. From information obtained through the interviews and discussions with 
the poor, lists of, respectively, fourteen needs and problems were prepared for the ranking. 
Informants participating were asked to select five needs/problems that they believed to be the 
most urgent. Those five needs/problems were then ranked with the help of the exercise. The 
result of the ranking was discussed with the informant. The informant could explain why 
he/she believed the selected needs/problems to be most urgent and how he/she tried to obtain 
or solve these needs and problems 

Of the 62 ranking exercises, 32 were conducted in Kebele 02. Nineteen of those were 
conducted with women, while thirteen were conducted with men. In Kebele 12, thirty people 
participated in a ranking exercise; nineteen women, and eleven men. The participants were 
selected for their poverty situation. Some were selected on the bases of �visible� criteria of 
poverty, such as state of the house, dress and �profession�8. Others were selected through 
snowball sampling9. In addition, it was tried to include both poor persons who received 
benefits from a social security systems, as well as those who did not. This was done in order 
to establish if there are differences in the most urgent needs and problems between the two 
categories. In total, 24 informants were included that received benefits, while 38 informants 
did not. 

Observations and informal conversations were used throughout the research period to 
consolidate the information obtained through literature study, interviews, focus group 
discussions, and ranking exercises. 
 
Question 2: Which indigenous systems of social security are present in Harar? 
Before arrival in Harar, it was not yet known which indigenous systems of social security are 
present in the city. From books and articles studied, the zakât system and the afocha were 
expected to be present. It was also known that the iddir and ikub exist in Ethiopia. It was, 
however, unclear if these were also present in Harar. 

During the interviews with employees of development organisations, civil servants and 
a teacher � held to get a general impression of the poverty situation in Harar � the question 

                                                 
7 HPNRS 2000, 2001, 1994 E.C (2002) 
8 Some �professions� held by the poor in Harar are; collecting fire wood, begging, or working as a porter. 
9 After the ranking exercise, an informant would be asked to indicate a few persons in the direct area, who he/she 
believed to be poor. Those persons were approached for the next ranking exercises and, in turn, were asked to 
indicate more poor persons.  
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which indigenous systems of social security are present in Harar, was also addressed. It 
became clear that five of these systems are present in the city. Namely the four systems 
described above � the zakât, afocha, iddir and ikub � and the baha. This information was 
consolidated through informal conversations and interviews held throughout the research 
period. 
 
Question 3: How do the indigenous systems of social security function? 
After it had been established which indigenous systems are present in Harar, it became 
necessary to find out how they operate. Additional literature, available in Harar and at the 
University of Addis Ababa was studied in order to find out about the functioning of the 
different systems. In total, five articles, two thesis and two reports on the afocha, iddir, baha 
and ikub were traced10. Unfortunately, no literature was available on the zakât system. 

Besides the study of literature, interviews were conducted with the leaders and members 
of the social security systems present in the two selected Kebeles. The afocha, iddir, baha, 
and ikub systems are divided into independent membership groups that have their own leaders 
and, to a certain extent, their own rules and regulations. It was, therefore, necessary to 
approach different groups when looking at the functioning of these systems. In Kebele 02, ten 
afocha groups and three baha groups were approached. In Kebele 12, fourteen iddir groups 
and five ikub groups were included in the research.  

From each group, at least one leader and two members were interviewed. The leaders 
were mainly interviewed on the functioning of the system, while the interviews with the 
members focussed more on the benefits of the system and the assistance received. In total, 35 
leaders were interviewed, twelve afocha leaders, fourteen iddir leaders, five ikub leaders and 
four baha leaders. In addition, 24 afocha members, 36 iddir members, ten ikub members and 
seven baha members were interviewed. 

When selecting members of the social security systems, it was attempted to include 
persons who had received assistance recently, as well as persons who had not (yet) received 
assistance. Furthermore, if a group would allow poor persons to participate without paying a 
membership contribution � which is the case in some afocha and iddir groups � it was tried to 
interview these poor persons. The leaders, however, usually made the actual selection of the 
members. They were asked to present the names of the members that comply with one of the 
above criteria. 

Besides the interviews, participant observations were made during meetings of the four 
social security systems, as well as during occasions for which the systems provided 
assistance, such as weddings and funerals. These observations were used to consolidate 
information obtained through other research methods and as reference to ask informants about 
the functioning of the systems. 

As mentioned above, the zakât systems is not organised in different groups. This system 
is organised through an ngo, called Samti Harari Development Organisation. Unfortunately, 
the organisation was not very willing to co-operate with the research. A member of the board 
of directors was interviewed, but was not willing to answer all questions. Furthermore, he was 
not prepared to introduce me to any of the other employees or to any of the beneficiaries. As 
many of the beneficiaries are members of afocha groups, the subject of zakât was brought up 
during the interviews with these members. In order to locate more recipients of zakât, the 
topic was also discussed during the interviews and ranking exercises with the poor. 

Through informal conversations, it was tried to obtain more information on the 
functioning of the organisation. This sometimes furnished information that did not consolidate 

                                                 
10 Ahmed 1965, Aredo 1993, f.c., Assefa 1999, Mohammed 2000, Oxfam Canada 1999, Pankhurst 2001, 2002, 
Save the Children Fund (UK) 1998.  
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with the information obtained from the head of the organisation. Unfortunately, he was not 
available for comments or explanations. 
 
Question 4: To what extent do the systems reach the poor? 
With the information obtained for answering sub-questions one and three, it is possible to 
largely answer sub-question four. After all, these sub-questions give answers to questions like 
�Who are the poor?� and �Who receives benefits from the systems?�. However, another 
important question has to be asked here; namely �Why do the systems (not) reach the poor?�. 
One factor that can influence why the poor are reached, is the perception of poverty held by 
the leaders of the different systems. In other words, do they regard the same people as poor as 
others do? Other factors are the rules and regulations regarding receiving the benefits and the 
manner of distribution. Information on the last two factors was obtained when looking at the 
functioning of the different social security systems. The perceptions on poverty by the leaders 
were discussed during the interviews. 
 
Question 5: To what extent do the systems tackle the most urgent needs and problems of the 
poor? 
The same applies for sub-question five as for sub-question four. Again, a lot of the 
information necessary to answer this sub-question was already obtained while investigating 
answers for sub-questions one and three. This includes information on the most urgent needs 
and problems of the poor and on the needs/problems for which the social security systems 
give assistance. However, it is also important to look at the factors that determine why the 
most urgent needs and problems are tackled, or why not. These include the ideas of the 
leaders on what the most urgent needs and problems of the poor are and the actual use of the 
assistance by the recipient. The first was addressed during the interviews with the leaders. For 
the latter, it is important to establish whether the assistance is used for luxury products or for 
necessities. What are considered to be luxury products and what necessities became clear 
during the interviews and focus group discussions with poor people. How the beneficiaries 
spend the assistance was discussed during the interviews with the members.  
 
Question 6: How do the beneficiaries judge the effects of the systems with regard to their 
living standard? 
The last sub-questions asks the opinion of the beneficiaries of the social security systems on 
the effects of these systems on their living standard. This question was included during all the 
interviews with the members of the different social security systems. 
 
Additional information 
Besides information to answer the above questions, additional information was obtained in 
order to give some comments on the viability for development organisation to get involved in 
the social security systems. In total, eleven development organisations were approached. Nine 
of these organisations hold offices in Harar, while two are located in Addis Ababa. Five of the 
development organisations find their origin in western countries, while the other six are 
Ethiopian in origin. 

Employees of the eleven organisations were interviewed in order to find out their 
knowledge and assumptions on the indigenous systems of social security. Furthermore, their 
ideas on assisting or co-operating with these systems were addressed. The organisations that 
already had some experience in this field, were asked about their activities and experiences. 
Moreover, as both parties need to agree before a development organisation can get involved 
in an indigenous social security system, the leaders of these systems were also asked how they 
felt about possible contributions of the development organisations to their system. 
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In addition to the above, a lot of valuable information was collected that is not directly 
connected to the research. This mainly concerns information on the culture and daily life in 
Harar, which was obtained through participant observations and informal conversations. 
Participation in daily life activities was very valuable for trying to understand the way of life 
in the community and in the household. Living in Harar also meant having to cope with some 
of the problems of the city � like a continual shortage of water. This made it possible to better 
understand other people�s problems and frustrations. Very valuable were the friendships with 
local people. These made it possible to talk, discuss and get feed back on everything seen, 
heard or experienced. With friends, it was also possible to discuss about sensitive topics such 
as the (lack of) interaction between the Muslim and Orthodox communities. 
 
Limitations of the research 
Several aspects influence, and limit, the validity and reliability of the data collected for this 
research. First of all, an interpreter needed to be used during most of the interviews, the focus 
group discussions and the ranking exercises. In Harar, several languages are spoken. Of these 
Amharic, Harari and Oromifa are the most common. The interpreter used during the research 
was able to understand and speak these languages as well as English. However, information 
was surely lost or transformed during the process of translating. This has negative 
consequences for the reliability of the data. 

Another limitation of the research is the unequal representation of men. As mentioned 
above, the working hours of the men where such, that it was difficult to approach them. Of the 
77 approached beneficiaries of the social security systems, for example, only twenty are men. 
This makes it less possible to generalise the data. 

An important difficulty encountered while conducting the ranking exercises was the 
high rate of illiteracy. Many people were not able to read the (translated) problems and needs. 
Although the interpreter always helped by reading the lists out loud, some informants had the 
tendency to select the problems last mentioned by the interpreter. It was attempted to avoid 
such situations by assuring the informants to take their time and by repeating the lists as many 
times as necessary. Still, the problem should be taken into account when looking at the 
validity of the data.  
 

Outline of the thesis 
 
In chapter one the theoretical framework used for this study is discussed. As the study is 
about the extent to which indigenous systems of social security contribute to poverty 
reduction, poverty reduction is a key-concept of the thesis. However, a clear understanding of 
poverty reduction cannot be achieved without a clear comprehension of poverty. Therefore, 
the concept of poverty is discussed first, followed by that of poverty reduction. Then, the 
concept of social security is discussed, with special reference to indigenous systems of social 
security. Finally, indicators of poverty reduction are presented that are used for assessing the 
social security systems. 

Chapter two gives some general information on the city of Harar. The focus of the 
chapter, however, is on the poverty situation in the city. The local perceptions on poverty are 
discussed. The chapter answers questions like �Who are considered to be poor and why?�, 
�What are the causes of poverty considered to be?�, and �What are the most urgent needs and 
problems of the poor?�. 

Chapters three to five concern the five indigenous systems of social security included in 
this study. Chapter three deals with the afocha and iddir systems, chapter four with the baha 
and ikub systems and chapter five with the zakât system. Within each of these chapters, the 
functioning of the systems is described. Furthermore, an assessment of the systems in the light 
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of the indicators for poverty reduction is presented. Each chapter ends with some conclusions 
on the extent to which the systems contribute to poverty reduction. 

Chapter six presents some information on the knowledge and assumptions of the 
different development organisations on (getting involved in) the indigenous social security 
systems. Several of these organisations already assist or co-operate with some the systems. 
These experiences are also discussed.  

In chapter seven, the main conclusions emanating from this study are presented. The 
main topic that is discussed in this chapter constitutes the extent to which the indigenous 
systems of social security contribute to poverty reduction. Furthermore, some comments are 
made on the viability for development organisation to get involved in these systems. 
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1 
 

Theoretical Framework 
 
 
In this chapter poverty reduction and (indigenous) social security systems are described. As 
this study concerns the contribution of indigenous systems of social security to poverty 
reduction, poverty reduction is the key-concept and starting point of this study. However, a 
clear understanding of poverty reduction can not be achieved without a clear comprehension 
of poverty. The outline of this chapter is therefore as follows. In section 1.1, a description is 
given of the developments in the thinking about poverty. The following section 1.2 pays 
attention to the concept of poverty reduction and shows how strategies for poverty reduction 
are affected by the conceptualisations of poverty. In section 1.3, the attention is shifted to 
social security. Besides a description of social security, special reference is given to 
indigenous social security systems. Finally, section 1.4 returns to the central question of this 
study by linking indigenous systems of social security to poverty reduction.  
 

1.1 The developments in the thinking about poverty 
 
Since the beginning of development co-operation in the 1950s, changes have been taken place 
in the thinking about poverty. Different approaches of poverty � such as the monetary 
approach, the basic needs approach, the human development approach and the empowerment 
approach � all conceptualise poverty in different ways. Furthermore, they identify different 
causes of poverty. This section discusses the changes in the thinking about poverty.  

In the first two decades of development co-operation, poverty was mainly expressed in 
material terms consisting of income, consumption, the possession of assets, and to a lesser 
extent the access to basic needs. A person was believed to be poor �if, and only if, her or his 
access to economic resources is insufficient �[to] acquire enough commodities to meet basic 
material needs adequately� (Lipton in United Nations 1998: 3). This monetary approach of 
poverty dates back to Rowntree�s classic study on poverty in England at the turn of the 19th 
century. In his study, Rowntree also defined an income poverty line in order to indicate the 
poor.11 Those below this line were considered to be poor. Within the monetary approach, the 
causes of poverty are viewed as insufficient economic growth at the national level, as well as 
insufficient access to economic resources at the individual or household level. 

During the 1970s, poverty was (more and more) conceived to be an inadequate 
fulfilment of a number of basic needs relating to nutrition, health, education, shelter, water, 
and sanitation. The 1980 WDR defines absolute poverty as �a condition of life so 
characterized by malnutrition, illiteracy, and disease as to be beneath any reasonable 
definition of human decency� (World Bank 1980: 32).  This represents a marked difference 
from conventional definitions in that it does not mention income or expenditure, but focuses 
on well-being as revealed by nutritional status, educational attainment, and health status. 
Raising the income of the poor is important, but seen as a means to an end, namely the 
acquirement of basic needs (DFID 2003: 23). Income and basic needs as education and health 

                                                 
11 Rowntree established this poverty line by estimating monetary requirements for a nutritionally adequate diet 
together with estimated needs for clothing and rent. Laderchi, Saith & Stewart 2003: 8 
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care are seen as mutually reinforcing dimensions of poverty. Therefore, the lack of income 
and basic needs together are seen as the causes of poverty.  

The 1980s are also known as the lost years of stabilisation. The oil shocks and other 
commodity price shocks of the 1970s and 1980s created an adverse international economic 
climate. As a result, attention shifted from poverty and basic human needs to macro-economic 
problems and stabilisation programmes (Schulpen 1997: 20). These macro-economic 
problems were seen as the major obstacle for economic growth and development. Poverty was 
perceived as an economic problem, caused by too much government interference, 
mismanagement and structural flaws in the economy. The free market and structural 
adjustment of the economy were believed to be the key to economic growth and development. 
Consequently, this decade shows many similarities with the thinking about poverty in the 
1950s and 1960s, when poverty was also perceived as an economic problem. However, two 
new aspects were introduced during the 1980s, namely the importance of environmental 
sustainability and women for development (UNDP 1989: 19). Regarding the latter, it was 
recognised that women are over-represented among the poor and that special attention was 
needed in order for them to benefit from development. 

Despite these developments, most changes in the thinking about poverty have taken 
place since the1990s. The UNDP played a leading role in these changes. In 1990, it 
introduced the Human Development Index (HDI) in the UNDP�s first Human Development 
Report (HDR). The index concentrates on three aspects of human deprivation � longevity, 
literacy and living standard12, thereby bringing back the focus on basic needs such as 
education and health. However, the first HDR went beyond the basic needs approach by 
introducing the concept of human development.  

In the human development approach poverty involves �not only the lack of the 
necessities of material well-being, but the denial of opportunities for living a tolerable life� 
(UNDP 1996: 15). The approach draws heavily on the conceptual framework provided by 
Amartya Sen. Sen defines poverty in terms of capabilities, whereby a capability is �the 
substantive freedom people enjoy to lead the kind of life they have reason to value �� 
(Kanbur & Squire 1999: 13). The UNDP used the framework and specified some of the basic 
capabilities in question. It includes the capability to �lead a long, healthy, creative life and to 
enjoy a decent standard of living, freedom, dignity, self-respect and the respect of other� 
(United Nations 1998: 5). The conceptualisation of poverty came, thus, to include such 
dimensions as (political) freedom, human rights and dignity.  

As the concept of human development is about enlarging the opportunities and choices 
of people, poverty is seen as a state in which opportunities and choices for enjoying a decent 
standard of living are denied (Elbers 2002: 12). The poor are, therefore, not only regarded as 
those who have no access to basic requirements, such as food, work, health care, education, 
and shelter, but also as those who are excluded from participating in the political process in 
which the allocation of these requirements is decided (Hoebink & Schulpen 1998: 23). The 
causes of poverty are viewed as a combination of insufficient economic resources, basic needs 
and lack of participation in political processes. Throughout the 1990s attention shifted more 
and more to the latter aspect. This was due to the broader understanding of poverty that 
(partly) resulted from consultations with the poor13. 
                                                 
12 The HDI is meant to rank and explore countries in the light of the three indices longevity, literacy and living 
standard. �Longevity is measured by the percentage of people who die before age 40, literacy by the percentage 
of adults who are literate, and living standard by a combination of the percentage of the population with access 
to health services, the percentage of the population with access to safe water, and the percentage of malnourished 
children under five.� Kanbur & Squire 1999: 13 
13 During the 1990s the recognition grew that the notion of poverty had previously been solely based upon the 
perspectives of outsiders, and not on the perspectives of the poor. Through �consultations with the poor� efforts 
were made to understand poverty and well-being as perceived by the poor. Although initially intended for small-
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Through these consultations, vulnerability and powerlessness were brought to the 
forefront as two important dimensions of poverty. The first is concerned with risk and 
volatility of income. Fluctuations, seasons and crises all affect the well-being of the poor. The 
dimension of vulnerability made clear that poverty is not just a state of having little, but also 
of being vulnerable to losing the little one has. Powerlessness includes the lack of voice and 
political rights. Economically marginalized groups tend to be socially and politically 
marginalized as well. The poor, therefore, are often unable to speak up for their rights and 
tend to be vulnerable to exploitation by the more powerful forces in society (Kanbur & Squire 
1999: 19-23).  

The dimension of powerlessness has led to an increasing understanding of the 
importance of power relations as a cause of poverty. Unequal power relations on the local, 
national and international level can deny poor individuals, groups and countries equal 
opportunities to obtain a decent standard of living. The empowerment approach recognised 
that �the rules of the game�14 or the institutional context, which influences the division of 
power, can cause poverty and hamper development (Bennett 2003). As a result, the causes of 
poverty are mainly sought in the political sphere nowadays. 

Besides a broadening definition of poverty, the increasing knowledge also led to the 
recognition that the different dimensions and causes of poverty are interrelated. This was first 
recognised in the basic need approach during the 1970s. Basic needs like education, nutrition 
and health were not only believed to be important in their own right, but also for their effect 
on economic growth. Intrinsic characteristics of poverty, such as lack of education and poor 
health, negatively affect the working capacity of a person and, thus, his income, which, in turn 
negatively effect the fulfilment of basic needs. The WDR of 1980 speaks of the �seamless 
web of interrelations� (World Bank 1980: 69). When the conceptualisation of poverty started 
to include political, socio-cultural and protective dimensions15, the interrelations between 
these and other dimensions were also recognised. An example of this concerns the lack of 
voice of the poor. On the one hand, the lack of voice can cause people to be poor, while, at the 
same time, it may be poverty that denies the people a voice (DAC 1999: 11). 

Furthermore, the insight has grown that poverty on the micro- (local) level is connected 
to processes on the meso- (national) and macro- (international) level. This �micro-macro� 
approach has made it clear that such issues as trade, debt, conflicts and globalisation affect 
living conditions of individuals, families and communities in developing countries (DFID 
2003: 63). 

In summation: before the 1970s poverty was commonly understood as not having 
enough money. However, the definition of poverty has broadened enormously over the last 
quarter of a century. Besides economic aspects, it came to include dimensions of living 
standards such as education and health and, most recently, concerns with vulnerability and 
powerlessness. This knowledge has also led to a better understanding of the causes of poverty, 
which nowadays are sought beyond the economic and basic needs spheres to include power 
relations. Furthermore, the interactions between different dimensions of poverty and between 
the micro- and macro-level have been recognised. In the next section, a look is taken at the 
influence of these changes on poverty reduction strategies. 

                                                                                                                                                         
scale projects, the World Bank scaled up the Participatory Poverty Assessments as a complement to their 
national poverty assessments. Visser 2001: 15 
14 The rules of the game are described as the culture that defines the powers and assets (entitlements and 
obligations) as well as the intrinsic value assigned to various socially constructed identities. Bennett 2003: 5 
15 The political dimensions comprises rights of society as a whole, like political freedom, voice and (human) 
rights, while the socio-cultural dimensions can be defined as rights at the level of the individual and particular 
social groups. These includes dignity, autonomy, social inclusion and equality. The protective aspect has to do 
with insecurity, risk and vulnerability. DAC 2001: 7-9 
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1.2 Poverty reduction and poverty reduction strategies 
 
Since the early days of international development co-operation poverty reduction has been 
presented as the most important objective. In practice, however, this objective has not always 
been pursued. Other motives, like economic and political interests, have often played a bigger 
role for the allocation of development aid than the problem of poverty. This changed to some 
extent in the early 1990s. The continuous poverty in developing countries and the statement 
that almost fifty years of development co-operation had not been able to improve the situation 
significantly, let to a renewed attention on poverty reduction. Nowadays, almost all western 
donor countries and organisations state that poverty reduction is their first and main priority in 
the field of development co-operation (DAC 1999). This section discusses the factors that can 
lead to poverty reduction and shows how strategies for poverty reduction are affected by the 
thinking about poverty. 
 
The concept of poverty reduction 
Given the importance that donor countries and organisations attribute to poverty reduction, 
one would expect to find a thorough analysis of the concept of poverty reduction. 
Unfortunately, none of the articles or reports studied for this thesis16 presented such an 
analysis. Most were even extremely vague when it came to the definition of or the criteria for 
poverty reduction (with the exception of the reports of DFID, DGIS and Riddell & Robison). 
At a closer look, however, it becomes clear that all seem to share the same assumptions on the 
criteria to which activities must comply in order to achieve poverty reduction.  

The criterion for poverty reduction mentioned by all articles and reports, although only 
mentioned explicitly by the DFID report (DFID 2003: 40), is that poverty reduction efforts 
should reach the poor. This seems to be self-evident, but not all efforts focused on poverty 
reduction always reach the poor. During the 1950s and 1960s, for example, there was a wide 
spread belief that the poor would benefit from economic development through the �trickle 
down effect�17. However, during the second half of the 1960s it became clear that the trickle 
down effect was not functioning as assumed; the poor had not been reached. 

Another criterion mentioned by several articles and reports is that poverty reduction 
should focus on removing the causes of poverty and not just on the alleviation of the 
symptoms of poverty18. This criterion might also be understood as a difference between 
poverty reduction and poverty elimination. Both poverty reduction and poverty elimination 
aim at improving the living conditions of the poor, but the latter, by definition, tries to 
accomplish this through the removal of the underlying causes of poverty. Removing the 
causes of poverty thereby becomes an absolute criterion for poverty elimination. This is not 
the case for poverty reduction. If the poverty reduction effort has positive effects on the living 
conditions of the poor, for example by providing food, one can say that the poverty of the 
beneficiaries has been reduced, even though the causes may not have been tackled. However, 
it should not be concluded that tackling the causes of poverty is irrelevant for poverty 
reduction efforts. Although not an absolute necessity, it remains of the utmost importance in 
order to reduce poverty.  

                                                 
16 The following literature has been studied: Bennett 2003, DAC 1999, 2000, 2001, 2001(a), DFID 2003, 
Hoebink & Schulpen 1998, Lok-Dessallien 1998, DGIS 2001, Panos 2002, Riddell & Robison 1992, United 
Nations 2002, UNDP 2000, World Bank 1993, 2001, 2002 
17 The trickle down effects consists out of the notion that benefits from economic growth eventually �trickle 
down� to the poor, thereby reducing poverty. Elbers 2002: 8 
18 See for example DAC 1999, DFID 2003, Lok-Dessallien 1998, DGIS 2001, Panos 2002, Riddell & Robison 
1992, United Nations 2002 and World Bank 2001. 
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A third criterion referred to by some articles and reports is sustainability, or the idea that 
a poverty reduction effort (often a project) should be able to continue to exist after the donor 
country or organisation has withdrawn from the scene19. This means that the activity should be 
able to function with the resources that the country, region or community can provide. Other 
criteria for poverty reduction mentioned are that poverty reduction should focus on the most 
urgent needs of the poor20 and that it should be comprehensive, covering both the different 
dimensions of poverty as well as the different geographical levels (local, national and 
international)21. 

It should be clear that it is very difficult, not to say impossible, for a single poverty 
reduction effort to fulfil the demand of comprehensiveness. Therefore, the last criterion 
should not be seen as a requisite for all interventions or strategies separately. Rather, the 
different efforts or strategies available in a country should form a comprehensive set of 
actions to reduce poverty. 

The above has shown that it is possible to establish some criteria for poverty reduction. 
Unfortunately this is not the case regarding the definition of poverty reduction. None of the 
articles and reports set a clear definition of poverty reduction and even with the set criteria it 
remains difficult to formulate one. A definition such as �Poverty reduction is to reduce 
poverty in such a way that the effort has a positive effect on the living conditions of the poor� 
does not say much without a clear comprehension and description of what constitutes poverty 
and who are the poor. Here, it already becomes clear that the thinking about poverty 
influences thinking about poverty reduction and poverty reduction strategies. This will be 
further examined below. 
 
The influence of the conceptualisation of poverty on poverty reduction strategies 
As poverty reduction strategies focus on reducing poverty, it matters to a great extent how 
poverty is conceptualised. A broader definition of poverty naturally expands the set of 
policies that are relevant to the reduction of poverty. Over the past fifty years the approach to 
reducing poverty has evolved in response to the deepening understanding of poverty (DFID 
2003: 20). 

During the 1950s and 1960s, when poverty was associated with insufficient income and 
the causes of poverty with insufficient economic growth, poverty reduction strategies focused 
on economic growth. Industrialisation was seen as the most important condition for growth 
and development. Therefore, development aid was mainly concerned with the transfer of 
knowledge and capital needed for industrialisation (Elbers 2002: 7). The poor were believed 
to benefit automatically from economic growth through the trickle-down-effect. 

During the 1970s, the notion grew that even high economic growth did not benefit the 
poor as assumed. It was recognised that the emphasis in developing thinking had been too 
much upon economic growth and too little upon poverty, redistribution of wealth and quality 
of life. Poverty started to be viewed as insufficient basic needs, while the causes of poverty 
were seen as a combination between lack of income and lack of basic needs. The two 
approaches that emerged out of this thinking focused on redistribution of income together 
with economic growth and the provision of basic needs and services to the poor. 

The 1980s saw another shift of emphasis following the debt crisis and the global 
economic recession. Attention shifted from poverty and basic needs to economic management 
and stabilisation programmes. The causes of poverty were seen as a lack of economic growth 
due to too much government interference, mismanagement and structural flaws in the 
economy. Programmes therefore focused on macroeconomic reforms and liberalisation. With 
                                                 
19 See for example Riddell & Robison 1992 
20 See for example DFID 2003, Riddell & Robison 1992 
21 See for example DFID 2003, DGIS 2001 and Panos 2002 
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the recognition of the importance of the environment and women for development, more 
project started to pay specific attention to these matters. However, social aspects remained 
neglected and criticism arose towards this neglect at the end of the decade. 

The 1990s saw the introduction of the concept of human development. It conceptualises 
poverty as a lack of opportunities and choices to lead a decent life, including material well-
being, (political) freedom, human rights and dignity. For the first time the causes of poverty 
are sought beyond the economic and basic needs spheres, to include the political. In contrast 
to the 1980s, poverty reduction strategies started to focus on the poor directly. They continued 
to stress economic growth, but growth with employment for the poor, an eye for the 
environment, empowerment and (gender) equity (UNDP 1993: 3). Furthermore, (western) 
donors started to focus on strengthening grass-roots organisations and other institutions of 
civil society in order to facilitate participation and empowerment (ibid. 2).  

The recognition of power relations as an important cause of poverty increased 
throughout the 1990s. Through consultations with the poor, it was further emphasised that 
vulnerability and powerlessness are important aspects of poverty. This led to poverty 
reduction strategies that include empowerment and as well as security. This is apparent in the 
WDR 2000/2001. The report proposes a poverty reduction strategy based upon the three 
components of opportunity, empowerment and security. It states that �poverty is the result of 
economic, political, and social processes that interact with each other and frequently reinforce 
each other in ways that exacerbate the deprivation in which the poor people live.�(ibid. 1) 
Poverty reduction strategies should therefore focus on all these processes. Promoting 
opportunity is then concerned with stimulating economic growth, while at the same time 
making markets work better for the poor, enabling them to build up their assets. It is 
recognised, however, that power relations may obstruct the poor to seize the promoted 
opportunities. The report therefore states that facilitating empowerment of the poor is the key 
to reducing poverty. As vulnerability reinforces poor people�s sense of ill-being, exacerbates 
their material poverty and weakens their bargaining position, enhancing security forms the 
last element of the poverty reduction strategy (ibid.  6-7). 

Recently, it has been recognised that empowerment alone is not enough to alter the 
�rules of the game� in order to come at a more equitable society. Social inclusion is seen as 
equally important. It involves �the removal of institutional barriers and the enhancement of 
incentives to increase the access of diverse individuals and groups to development 
opportunities� (Bennett 2003: 18). This results in a two-way track of empowerment, namely 
empowerment of the people � also referred to as empowerment from below � and social 
inclusion � also called empowerment from above. The first is necessary in order to change the 
self-perception of individuals and groups and to give them the ability and feeling that they can 
act on their own behalf. The latter is necessary to give (previously) marginalized groups the 
possibility to actually act on their own behalf and claim a greater share of assets, influence 
and dignity (ibid. 4-5).  

From the above, it becomes clear that the broadening conceptualisation of poverty 
affects the ideas on what should be done to tackle poverty. However, it also affects the ideas 
on who the efforts should be directed at. As has been mentioned above, poverty reduction 
should be directed at the poor. However, different concepts of poverty may identify different 
groups as poor (United Nations 1998: 9). The monetary approach, for example, perceives 
those persons with insufficient income as poor, while the basic needs approach perceives the 
poor as those persons that lack certain basic needs.  

Kanbur and Squire argue that, even though the different approaches have different 
concepts of the poor, the �broadening definition of poverty does not change significantly who 
is counted as poor� (Kanbur & Squire 1999: 1). They thus argue that the same persons 
perceived as poor by the monetary approach, will also be perceived as poor by other 
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approaches. According to them this �reflects the fact that the many aspects of poverty � 
income, health, political rights, and so on � are often closely correlated� (ibid. 1). 

However, several empirical studies conclude the opposite22. Empirical work in Peru and 
India showed that there is significant lack of overlap between different methods of identifying 
the poor. The studies show that half the people identified as poor according to the monetary 
approach, were not considered poor when using the capability approach of Amartya Sen, and 
vice versa (Laderichi, Saith & Stewart 2003: 1). Such data support the view that different 
people will be deemed poor when different perceptions of poverty are used. This, in turn, has 
consequences for the targeting of poverty reduction efforts. 

The above paragraph shows that the thinking about poverty influences the strategies for 
poverty reduction. Furthermore, it shows that it is important to clarify which definition of 
poverty is used when analysing whether a poverty reduction effort complies with the criteria 
of poverty reduction. After all, different approaches of poverty may identify different poor 
people, causes of poverty and urgent needs. It can therefore happen that a poverty reduction 
effort does comply with the criteria when applying one approach, but not when applying 
another. The concept of poverty used in this study is clarified in section four. The next section 
looks at indigenous social security systems.  
 

1.3 The concept of (indigenous) social security 
 
People have always encountered different social, economic, political and ecological 
insecurities. Social security�s prime concern is to provide protection against these insecurities. 
It �deals with the � often local � provision of care, support, and welfare to individuals and 
groups by social means� (Nooteboom 2003: 49). The adjective 'social' refers to the 
assumption that relations with others are needed to protect oneself against the different 
insecurities. Franz and Keebet von Benda-Beckmann emphasise the importance of social 
relations for social security. It is through these social relations and networks that people can 
have indirect access to resources in order to achieve a state of security (1994: 27). 

This study deals with indigenous social security. Before looking into the characteristics 
of this specific type of social security systems, however, a more general description of social 
security is given.  
 
Social security in Western countries 
Although the term social security is relatively new, the mechanisms to which it refers are not. 
From the early days on, religious and cultural beliefs have encouraged charitable activities, 
which are the origin of social security in its modern-day sense (De Jong 2000: 9). The custom 
of giving alms to the poor and vulnerable is an integral part of the world's major religions and 
religious agencies have collected and distributed charitable donations since ancient times. 
However, not only religious agencies were involved in providing social security in former 
times. Recent literature provides many examples of sharing and mutual help arrangements 
and local systems of support, which go back to the Middle Ages (Nooteboom 2003:35).  

Nowadays, in the Western world, social security is no longer primarily associated with 
religious or locally based systems, but with the state. The first national system of social 
security was implemented in Great Britain in 1601. It involved the Elizabethan Poor Law, 
which �enshrined the principle of state responsibility for poor relief and established a national 
administrative and fiscal system to ensure that those in need received care� (De Jong 2000: 9). 
However, it was not until the end of the 19th century that Western states started to play a 

                                                 
22 See for example, Jodha (1998), Shaffer (1996), Lanjouw & Stern (1991), Glewwe & van der Gaag (1990) in 
United Nations 1998: 8-9 and Franco et. al (2002) in Laderichi, Saith & Stewart. 
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significant role in the area of social security. At that time, the German Chancellor Count Otto 
von Bismarck introduced social insurance programmes for low-income workers, which were 
widely followed in Europe and the America�s (ibid.10). The first programmes were set up to 
maintain the income of industrial wage labourers in case of work injury, sickness, disability 
and retirement, as well as for the dependants in the event of the worker�s death (Midgley 
1994: 219).  

In the 1940s, and especially after World War II, a world-wide diffusion of the western 
concept of social security was taking place. The notions of social security as a civil right and 
task of the state can be considered as the heart of this concept (Von Benda-Beckmann 1996: 
137). The diffusion was provoked, among other things, by the proclamation of social security 
as a human right in the United Nations� Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. Besides a 
geographical expansion, social security programmes started to cover more insecurities and to 
include larger sections of the population. Today, social security is a central component of the 
modern welfare state and most Western industrial countries have universal or near universal 
coverage (Midgley 1994: 219). 
 
Social security in developing countries 
As mentioned above, the western concept of social security spread throughout the world from 
the 1940s onward. This led to the establishment of state-organised social security programmes 
in many developing countries in the 1950s and 1960s. The problem of these programmes is 
that they typically limit coverage to those in regular wage employment in the public service, 
the military, and the modern industrial and commercial sectors, while the majority of the 
population in developing countries work in the rural subsistence sector or in the urban 
informal sector. Paradoxically, those that are excluded from the statutory social security 
system, however, �have lower standards of living than those in the modern sector, and their 
need for protection is greater� (ibid. 219). Even worse, as governments in most developing 
countries use the revenues out of the taxes levied on the entire population to cover the 
expenses of the social security programmes, they create a negative distribution flow from the 
poor to the wage employers (ibid. 221). 

The inadequate and inequitable coverage were not initially regarded as problems, but 
legitimised by a prevailing social science theory, known as the �modernisation theory�. This 
theory puts forward that economic growth in developing countries will rapidly transfer 
surplus labour from the subsistence and informal sector of economy into modern wage 
employment. As the economy will continue to grow an increasing percentage of the 
population will transfer into the modern sector, thereby being covered by the social security 
programmes, leading, eventually to universal coverage (ibid. 221). The theory further 
assumes that traditional forms of support adequately protect those who live and work in the 
rural subsistence sector. Although these forms of support are thought to disappear because of 
the modernisation (Von Benda-Beckmann 1996: 140). Within the modernisation theory, 
statutory social security programmes replace the traditional systems and provide universal 
coverage. 

In the 1980s and 1990s, the notion that the policy of statutory social security is failing 
miserably in developing countries is gaining acceptance. Not only do the statutory systems 
have the problems of inadequate and inequitable coverage, they do not always function 
effectively for their members. �Corruption, inefficiency and administrative delays in paying 
benefits have also impeded the effectiveness of social security schemes� (Midgley 1994: 221). 
Furthermore, the costs that are associated with maintaining the system of services are 
unbearable for developing countries. Maintaining these systems requires huge amounts of 
subsidies that states can not provide. The Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAP�s) 
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imposed upon many developing countries by the World Bank and International Monetary 
Fund, even further curtailed social policy expenditures (Von Benda-Beckmann 1996: 141). 

The realisation that social policies in developing countries exclude the greater, and 
poorer, part of the population and leave those people relying on indigenous social security 
arrangements, led to an increased interest in these forms of social security. Below the 
characteristics of indigenous systems of social security are described, but first a look is taken 
at the definition of social security. 
 
The definition of social security 
The fact that social security is primarily associated with the state can also be seen in the 
definition of social security most commonly used. The definition is set by the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO) in the Social Security (Minimum Standards) Convention of 1952 
(No. 102). Social security is defined as: 

 
�the protection which society provides for its members, through a series of public 
measures, against the economic and social distress that otherwise would be caused by the 
stoppage or substantial reduction of earnings resulting from sickness, maternity, 
employment injury, unemployment, invalidity, old age and death; the provision of 
medical care; and the provision of subsidies for families with children� (ILO 1984: 11). 
 

In this definition social security is associated with specific public measures and the definition 
thus represents the idea of statutory social security. However, this study focuses on social 
security systems outside the state. Therefore, a broader definition of social security is 
required.  

In order to give a clear definition of social security it is useful to take a closer look at 
the meaning of the words �social� and �security�. The term social security exists out of the 
noun �security� and the adjective �social�. As mentioned above, the adjective social refers to 
the assumption that social relations are necessary in order to achieve a state of security. 
Giddens defines security as �a situation in which a specific set of dangers is counteracted or 
minimised� (Giddens 1990: 36). According to Nooteboom, such a situation of security is 
characterised by the accomplishment of certain basic needs including food, shelter, health, 
protection and care (Nooteboom 2003: 49). The accomplishment of these basic needs can 
counteract or minimise insecurities. Which basic needs are necessary to achieve a state of 
security may vary among different societies, social classes and people. The concept of 
security may therefore also vary between them.  

For the definition of social security it is thus important to express that the concept 
includes the accomplishment of basic needs through social relations. Van Ginneken speaks in 
his definition of social security about �the provision of benefits [�] through public and 
collective arrangements� (Van Ginneken 1999: 5). This recognises that not only the state 
provides social security. The definition of the ILO, furthermore, rightly includes that social 
security aims at proving protection against economic and social distress that would otherwise 
be caused by certain basic risks. 

Based on the concept of security as proposed by Nooteboom and on the definitions of 
social security by the ILO and by Van Ginneken23, the following definition of social security 
is proposed for the purpose of this study. Social security is defined as: 

 
(a) The accomplishment of basic needs of households and individuals  

                                                 
23 Van Ginneken defines social security as the provision of benefits to households and individuals through public 
or collective arrangements to protect against low or declining living standards arising from a number of basic 
risks and needs. Van Ginneken 1999: 5 
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(b) through public or collective arrangements  
(c) to protect against low or declining living standards  
(d) arising from a number of basic risks. 

As mentioned above, the basic needs necessary to protect against low or declining 
living standards may vary between countries, classes and individuals. What they have in 
common, however, is that the basic needs are provided for through public or collective 
arrangements. This acknowledges the fact that social security is not only provided by the state 
apparatus, but also by local systems. The basic risks that the definition talks about include 
sickness, maternity, employment injury, unemployment, invalidity, old age, death, and loss of 
harvest or assets due to natural or man-made disasters. 

Next, a look is taken at the systems that aim at providing social security; the social 
security systems. Special attention is given to the characteristics of indigenous systems of 
social security.  
 
(Indigenous) social security systems 
The term 'social security system' is defined as the entirety of social relations and institutions 
along which goods and services are (re)distributed for the purpose of social security (De Jong 
2000: 5). As social security is concerned with the accomplishment of basic needs, social 
security systems focus on the provision of these basic needs. The available resources need to 
be actually allocated from those who are not in a position of hardship to those who are, in 
order to provide social security (ibid. 5).  

It is not always clear in the literature on social security, whether charity can be regarded 
as a social security system. Given the above description, charity can be considered as such a 
system, as long as it is organised in public or collective arrangements in order to provide basic 
needs to those persons who (are likely to) experience low or declining living standards arising 
from a number of basic risks. 

Another inconsistency in the literature on social security is the alternate use of the terms 
'safety nets' and 'social security systems'. Although closely interrelated, a distinction needs to 
be made between these terms. �The term safety net encompasses various transfer programmes 
designed to play both a redistributive and risk reduction role (�)� (PovertyNet 2002b ). 
Safety nets, therefore, have a strong connection with social security. The transfer programmes 
are supposed to catch anyone who falls before they fall below some particular level (Burgess 
& Stern 1991:45). This suggests that these safety nets only function during the (sharp) fall 
and therefore during short periods of time. Social security systems, on the other hand, also 
protect against this fall, thereby coming into force before the actual decline in living 
standards. Furthermore, they seem to provide benefits on a long term basis. These differences 
in timing and continuity are the most important differences between safety nets and social 
security systems. 

Franz and Keebet von Benda-Beckmann suggest that the systems of social security can 
be classified into different categories according to �the sources of regulation (state or non-
state regulated), the sources of provision (state bureaucracies, insurance companies, kinsfolk, 
patrons and friends), the scope of operation (state-wide, village, community, neighbourhood 
or family), the potential of resources to be used in social security, and the actual efficiency of 
social security relations and institutions� (1994: 13). 

Using this classification, a social security system can be categorised as indigenous if its 
sources of regulation are found outside the state. Regulation may, for example, come from 
religious institutions, like the church or the mosque, or from local institutions, like sharing 
and mutual help arrangements. Furthermore, the sources of provision need to come from the 
local community. Kinsfolk, patrons, neighbours, friends as well as religious agencies and 
charity organisations are all possible contributors of the goods and services circulating in 
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indigenous systems. Another characteristic is that the scope of indigenous social security 
systems is usually quite small. It comprises not more than a village, community, 
neighbourhood or family. Given this fact and that the sources of provision are found within 
the local community, the systems often do not have a lot of potential resources to be used in 
social security. These four characteristics are distinctive for indigenous systems of social 
security.  

However, the most important aspect that makes these 'indigenous' is that they arise out 
of the culture or religion of the society in which they function. �The [�] indigenous 
provisions have either existed for centuries or otherwise have emerged spontaneously in local 
communities in response to changing needs and circumstances� (Midgley 1994: 223). They 
consist of cultural mechanisms which obligate individuals, groups and communities to 
provide assistance to others in time of need and which foster co-operative endeavour (ibid.). 

The actual efficiency of social security systems, the last criteria used by Von Benda-
Beckmann in their classification, can not be used for characterising indigenous systems of 
social security. A social security system that complies with all the characteristics of an 
indigenous system set above, can always be categorised as indigenous, whether it is efficient 
or not. This last criterion can therefore only be used to give a value judgement of a social 
security system. However, thinking on the actual efficiency of indigenous systems of socials 
security did play a role in the increased attention for these systems within the framework of 
development co-operation.  

As mentioned above, the last decade has shown an increased interest in indigenous 
systems of social security by policy makers, major development institutes and academics. 
Most of the time, these systems are believed to be more efficient for providing social security 
to the poor in developing countries. Some authors express the view that the indigenous 
systems are strong, flexible and better able to reach the poor (DAC 1999, Midgley 1994), 
making them highly efficient for providing social security. Burgess and Stern further 
emphasise the informational advantage indigenous systems have over statutory systems. As 
the indigenous systems are regulated by the local community, often involving people tied by 
heritage, common background, or friendship, they may transcend the information problems 
that confront impersonal markets. �The immediate family or community may be well placed 
to judge whether an individual really has fallen on hard times, and thus to deal with the 
question of fraud� (Burgess & Stern 1991: 60).  

Furthermore, Burgess and Stern argue that indigenous systems can still be large enough 
to deal to some extent with covariate risk. Covariate risks, such as drought, tend to adversely 
affect members of a household or community at the same time, thereby constraining the 
effectiveness of social security provision (ibid. 60-61). The indigenous systems may, 
however, include contributors and beneficiaries from different professions and social and 
economic backgrounds, thereby reducing the chance that all will be affected at the same time. 
Others contest this view and argue that indigenous systems are unlikely to be able to cope 
with such risks (Kanbur & Squire 1993: 24). Research on indigenous social security systems 
in Nigeria showed that no matter how good the within-village insurance mechanisms were, 
villagers were unable to protect themselves from sources of risk that affected entire villages, 
such as drought (ibid. 24-25). 

The positive assessments of indigenous systems have recently been put aside as the 
'romantic' view on indigenous social security systems. Nooteboom believes that �if these 
systems work at all, they generally seem to cover only specific risks and uncertainties, to be 
accessible only to certain groups and categories of people, and only to be tapped in specific 
circumstances or periods� (Nooteboom 2003: 52). These indigenous systems may, therefore, 
not be as efficient or effective in providing social security as often believed. Furthermore, the 
systems may very well exclude the poor in stead of reaching them. 
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Nooteboom argues that indigenous forms of local security tend to be romanticised due 
to a lack of knowledge about the logic, scope, and performance of these forms of social 
security (Nooteboom 2003: 38-39). This study aims to increase this knowledge and focuses 
upon the extent to which these systems contribute to poverty reduction. In the following 
section, the (theoretical) potential of the indigenous systems to contribute to poverty reduction 
is examined. 

 

1.4 Linking indigenous social security systems to poverty reduction 
 
The role social security systems can play for poverty reduction depends to a great extent on 
the conceptualisation of poverty adopted. This section describes the potential of indigenous 
social security to contribute to poverty reduction within the different concepts of poverty. 
Then, it is clarified in the light of which concept the indigenous systems of social security 
incorporated in this study are analysed. Furthermore, it discusses the indicators that have been 
used to identify the extent to which the systems contribute to poverty reduction. 
 
The role of indigenous social security for poverty reduction 
With the broadening definition of poverty, it has been recognised that vulnerability to shocks 
is an important aspect of poverty. Not only are the poor generally more exposed to shocks, 
they are also less able to cope with them. Nooteboom states that �[t]he difference between 
being vulnerable or not is whether one is excluded from, or is a member of, systems of 
support� (ibid. 40). Social security systems then become an important part of poverty 
reduction strategies. Moreover, indigenous systems of social security have a theoretical 
potential to contribute to poverty reduction within every concept of poverty.  

Within the monetary approach, which focuses on income, indigenous social security 
systems have the potential to reduce poverty in several ways. First of all, they reduce poverty 
by increasing the secondary income of the poor. Primary income refers to income generated 
directly through production and/or exchange of goods and services, while secondary income 
refers to income received through public or private transfers (United Nations 1998: 11). These 
transfers include, among others, subsidised food, remittances, and pensions. Indigenous 
systems of social security can also be regarded as such mechanisms. Strengthening these 
systems and making sure the poor are included increases the secondary income of the poor. 

Secondly, providing (indigenous) social security to the poor reduces the risk to be 
entirely without income. This enables the poor to take advantage of high-risk, high-return 
opportunities, which may increase their (primary) income. Empirical data from Southern 
India shows that rural households that are more vulnerable to income shocks devote around 
nine percent of their land to risky, high-yielding crops compared with about 36 percent for 
households with better access to social security systems (Murdoch in Kanbur & Squire 1999: 
24). Furthermore, assuring an income and providing consumption support in times of 
emergencies prevents people from falling into poverty (Devereux 2001). 

The basic needs approach considers poverty as the insufficient fulfilment of basic needs, 
while it sees income as the means to acquire the basic needs. Indigenous social security 
systems therefore contribute to poverty reduction in the ways described for the monetary 
approach. Assuring or increasing the income of the poor will enable them to acquire such 
basic needs as health care and education. Furthermore, providing social security can have a 
direct effect on the fulfilment of basic needs. During adverse events, children may be pulled 
out of school in order to satisfy the families� needs for income, or expenditures on health care 
may be cut back. Social security systems prevent this from happening, thereby securing future 
opportunities provided by education and health care (World bank 2001: 37). These benefits do 
not only occur if the systems assure or increase the income of the poor, but also if they 
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present basic needs directly. A system may, for example, provide recipients with food, clothes 
or other materials thereby securing their basic needs. In general, the basic needs approach 
regards social security as primarily concerned with securing basic needs, which forms the 
basis for overcoming poverty. 

Within the human development approach, poverty is viewed as a lack of opportunities 
and choices to lead a decent life. Indigenous social security system can reduce poverty by 
promoting such opportunities. Helping people to cope with shocks can promote opportunities 
in two ways. First of all, it can put people in a better position to take advantage of high-risk, 
high return activities. Secondly, it can encourage investment in human capital, which enables 
people to take advantage of emerging market opportunities (ibid. 7). Such linkages were also 
recognised within the monetary and basic needs approach, respectively. 

 The human development approach, however, also recognises that political participation 
and empowerment are important for creating opportunities. Throughout the 1990s, attention is 
shifted more and more to the latter aspects. Empowerment is seen as �the enhancement of 
assets and capabilities of diverse individuals and groups to function and to engage, influence 
and hold accountable the institutions that affect them� (Bennett 2003: 18). Indigenous systems 
of social security may contribute to empowerment and, therefore, poverty reduction. 
Participating in such a system may enhance a person�s skills in participation in meetings, 
decision making, (democratic) elections or perhaps even accounting. Such skills in turn may 
enable a person to engage, influence or hold accountable other institutions in society. 
Furthermore, if the social security system is an important authority or power factor in society, 
having a voice within the system can have a direct, positive effect on the institutions that 
affect a person. These effects are the greatest if everyone participating in the system has the 
same rights. Finally, participating in an indigenous system of social security can have a 
positive effect on the internal self-perception of a person, for example by increasing the 
feeling of dignity. This is also seen as an improvement in the assets and capabilities of a 
person (ibid. 5).  

The WDR 2000/2001 proposes a strategy for reducing poverty that combines the above 
aspects of promoting opportunity and facilitating empowerment with enhancing security. It 
states that enhancing security is concerned with reducing risk, as well as reducing poor 
people�s vulnerability to shocks. One way to reduce this vulnerability is by strengthening and 
putting in place mechanisms to help the poor cope with adverse shocks (ibid. 3-7). Such 
mechanisms include indigenous systems of social security. As vulnerability is seen as an 
important aspect of poverty, creating social security becomes a meaningful end in itself. 
However, it is also recognised for its effects on promoting opportunity and facilitating 
empowerment. 

As shown above, indigenous systems of social security can play a role for poverty 
reduction within every concept of poverty. Below, it is clarified which concept of poverty is 
used in this study to analyse the contributions of indigenous system of social security to 
poverty reduction.  
 
The analytical framework 
The analysis of the effects of indigenous systems of social security on poverty reduction is 
possible through the criteria set for poverty reduction in section 1.2. If the systems comply 
with the criteria of reaching the poor, tackling the causes of poverty, tackling the most urgent 
needs and problems of the poor and sustainability, the systems can said to have a positive 
impact on the living conditions of poor individuals or households both in the short and the 
long term. The last criteria, however, does not provide a useful tool for analysing the 
indigenous systems. It refers to the idea that the system should be able to function after 
(western) donors or organisations withdraw from the scene. This condition is met by the mere 
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characteristic of the indigenous systems of social security. For these systems, by definition, 
function without the interference of outsiders and rely on the resources of the local 
community. 

The three criteria for poverty reduction that remain to analyse the indigenous systems of 
social security, depend for their interpretation on the conceptualisation of poverty adopted. It 
therefore becomes necessary to select one concept of poverty to be used in this study. 

In my opinion, the broadest conceptualisation of poverty has the best understanding of 
the dimensions and causes of poverty, for it supports the idea that power relations are an 
important cause of poverty, on the global, national and local level. Uneven power relations 
between developed and developing countries can explain, for example, the fact that 
international trade regulations are disproportional benefiting the developed countries. At the 
national level, power relations can explain why certain ethnic groups are marginalized and 
over-represented among the poor. At the local level, the local elite may control access to land, 
dominate the market and prevent the spread of new investment. Furthermore, local 
governments may follow policies that systematically disadvantage certain groups and 
localities. This has become even more harmful since the control of services such as water and 
health has been decentralised in many countries (DFID 2003: 54). 

The recognition of this idea also means that empowerment and social inclusion become 
important aspects of any poverty reduction effort focused on eliminating the causes of 
poverty. In this light, it would make sense to analyse the contribution of the indigenous 
systems of social security to poverty reduction within the empowerment approach. However, 
as was mentioned above, tackling the causes of poverty is important for poverty reduction, but 
not an absolute necessity. Furthermore, several other reasons led to the decision to take a 
different approach in this study.  

First of all, the original focus of indigenous social security systems was taken into 
consideration. Social security systems in general are not directed at bringing about change in 
the political or institutional field. The systems focus on providing social security. As 
mentioned earlier, social security is concerned with the accomplishment of basic needs in 
order to protect households and individuals against low or declining living standards. The 
original focus of indigenous systems of social security is therefore to provide certain basic 
needs. 

Secondly, it was recognised that it is more difficult to establish whether and how the 
systems incorporated in the research contribute to empowerment than it is to establish 
whether and how the systems contribute to obtaining an income and basic needs. Given the 
limited time and resources for this research, it was believed that more and better data could be 
gathered when focussing on the second option.24 

The above reasons led to the decision to analyse the effect of indigenous systems of 
social security on poverty reduction in the light of the basic needs approach. Within the basic 
needs approach, reaching the poor means reaching those people with insufficient income and 
basic needs. The most urgent needs and problems of the poor are associated with 
(insufficient) income and basic needs within the basic needs approach. As the causes of 
poverty are seen as a combination of these problems, tackling the causes of poverty is 
interpreted as raising the income of the poor and providing them with certain basic needs.  

                                                 
24 The fieldwork confirmed the choice for the basic needs approach.  During the research, it became clear that the 
people in Harar almost exclusively associate poverty with insufficient income and basic needs. The poor were 
believed to be those persons without a secure income, which is sufficient to fulfil the basic needs for living, such 
as food, (drinking) water, shelter, clothing, health care and education. Powerlessness or �lack of voice� were 
never mentioned as important aspects of poverty. Chapter two deals in greater extent with the local perceptions 
on poverty. 
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In order to answer the research question, it would be necessary to analyse the extent to 
which the indigenous systems of social security comply with the three criteria, as interpreted 
by the basic needs approach. However, the basic needs approach conceptualises the causes of 
poverty too narrow, as it simply points out the symptoms of poverty as the causes. 
Furthermore, tackling the causes of poverty is not an absolute criterion for poverty reduction. 
Therefore, the focus of this study will be on the extent to which the indigenous systems of 
social security comply with the other two criteria. The questions �To what extent do the 
systems reach the poor?� and �To what extent do the systems tackle the most urgent needs and 
problems of the poor?� will be decisive when analysing the contributions of the systems to 
poverty reduction. 

However, in order to answer the above questions, it is not enough to know who are 
considered to be the poor and what the most urgent needs and problems are considered to be. 
One also needs to establish who actually receive benefits from the systems and for which 
needs and problems the systems give assistance. Furthermore, it is important to establish why 
a system manages to reach the poor or tackle the most urgent needs and problems (or why 
not). Unfortunately, none of the articles or reports studied put forward any criteria that need to 
be fulfilled in order reach the poor or tackle their most urgent needs and problems. Despite 
this lack of information, however, some comments can be made. 

First of all, it is important that the persons responsible for executing the systems have a 
good understanding of who the poor are and what their most urgent needs and problems are. 
As mentioned earlier, different concepts of poverty regard different people as poor and 
different needs and problems as the most urgent. If the person responsible for giving out the 
assistance, for example, believes that only those people living in a certain neighbourhood or 
slum can be considered to be poor, the system will not reach the poor persons living 
elsewhere. In the same manner, it is possible that the system does not give assistance for an 
urgent problem of the poor, because the leaders do not regard it as such. The perception and 
understanding of poverty by the leaders and distributors of the systems are, thus, important for 
reaching the poor and tackling their most urgent needs and problems.  

Regarding tackling the most urgent needs and problems of the poor, a distinction can be 
made between tackling the most urgent needs directly and indirectly. A system tackles the 
most urgent needs directly if it provides those needs or if it provides money to obtain these 
needs. An example can be that a system provides seeds or money to buy seeds to a poor 
farmer. If seeds are considered to be among the most urgent needs of this farmer, it tackles the 
most urgent needs directly. However, if seeds are not one of the most urgent needs of this 
farmer, the system can still contribute indirectly to obtaining those needs. This is the case if 
seeds are considered to be a necessity, which the farmer would have bought anyway. Then, 
the money that he would otherwise have spent on the seeds can be spend on obtaining his 
most urgent needs.  

This shows that it is not an absolute necessity for the leaders and distributors to have an 
exact understanding of the most urgent needs and problems of the poor, for the system can 
still tackle those needs and problems indirectly. However, the assistance should not be given 
for the purpose of buying luxury products or products that the beneficiary would not have 
bought otherwise. In that case, the most urgent needs are not even tackled indirectly. 

As a second criterion, it is important that the different systems have rules and 
regulations that are not obstructing the poor to receive assistance or use it on their most urgent 
needs. A well-known case that often prevents people from obtaining the assistance they are 
entitled to, is the regulation that they have to request it. Asking for help � sometimes in the 
presence of others � is often felt as humiliating and shameful. It can therefore happen that 
needy people choose to refrain from seeking assistance, even though they know it is available. 
Statutory programmes of social security often use another regulation that obstructs the poor 
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from receiving assistance. Many of these programmes have the rule that only those persons 
who pay taxes for social security can receive benefits. As only employees in the formal sector 
pay those taxes, those working in the informal sector are excluded from receiving benefits. 
This has negative consequences for reaching the poor, for most poor persons are employed 
outside the formal sector. 

Furthermore, the rules made by a system for the usage of the assistance are important. If 
the condition is made that the assistance/money provided by the system can only be used for 
(one of the) most urgent needs or a necessity, the condition has a positive impact on tackling 
the most urgent needs. However, if the condition is set that the assistance can only be spent on 
a luxury product, for example a television, the most urgent needs will not be tackled. 
Disobedience of the beneficiaries � in the sense that they do not spend the assistance 
according to the rules � can have a negative or positive impact respectively. It is therefore also 
important to look at the actual usage of the assistance received from the social security 
systems. 

In addition to the above, it is important to note that the system should be free of 
corruption. Even if the leaders and distributors have a good understanding of poverty and the 
rules and regulations of the system are not obstructing the poor to receive assistance or use it 
for their most urgent needs and problems, corruption within the system often causes the 
benefits to go to those persons who are not entitled to receive it. This usually has a negative 
impact on reaching the poor. 

The above argumentation leads to the formulation of several more questions that need to 
be answered in order to estimate the extent to which the indigenous systems of social security 
contribute to poverty reduction. These include:  
! Who are the poor according to the leaders and distributors of the systems? 
! What are the most urgent needs and problems of the poor, according to the leaders and 

distributors of the systems?  
! Which rules apply for receiving the assistance? 
! Which rules apply for the use of the assistance? 
! How do the beneficiaries actually use the assistance? 

In the above paragraph, it has become clear that the basic needs approach is used as the 
framework for analysing the extent to which the indigenous social security systems contribute 
to poverty reduction. This means that the two criteria for poverty reduction, namely reaching 
the poor and tackling the most urgent needs of the poor, are conceptualised within this 
approach. During the fieldwork, it became clear that this approach complies with the local 
perceptions of poverty in Harar. The next chapter will describe some political, social and 
economic aspects of Harar, whereby special attention is given to these local perceptions of 
poverty. 
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2 
 

The city of Harar 
 
 
The research conducted for this study was carried out in Harar; a city in the Eastern part of 
Ethiopia, around 526 kilometres from the capital Addis Ababa. Harar is the capital city of the 
Harari People�s National Regional State (HPNRS); one of the nine regional states of the 
Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (FDRE).  

This chapter presents some general information on the city. In section 2.1, a brief 
history of the city is presented, followed by descriptions of demographic, social and political, 
and socio-economic aspects of Harar. Section 2.2 gives attention to the poverty situation in 
the city as perceived by its inhabitants. Information is presented on the local definition of 
poverty, gradations of poverty, and the most urgent needs and problems of the poor. 
 

2.1   The city of Harar 
 
History 
The walled city of Harar is most famous for its reputation as the fourth holiest city of Islam. 
From the early days of the Islamic faith on, the city has played an important role in the 
spreading of the religion in Africa. In 615, while the prophet Mohammed was still alive, some 
of his disciples took refuge in Ethiopia from persecution in Arabia (Parker 1995:54). The king 
of Axum welcomed them and granted them residence. At the end of the seventh century, 
Harar was founded as the first Muslim sultanate in Ethiopia. From there, the Islamic faith was 
spread throughout the Horn of Africa. Furthermore, due to its strategic location it became a 
blooming centre of commerce for trade between the rich highlands of the interior and the Gulf 
of Aden ports.  

In 1520, a local emir, called Abu Bakr relocated the capital of his emirate from Dakar to 
Harar. Harar, thereby, became the capital of an independent Muslim state. Under the 
leadership of the legendary Ahmad Gran, this state came to include a vast area of almost all of 
eastern and southern Ethiopia. However, with the help of the Portuguese army, the Ethiopian 
emperor Galawdewos defeated Ahmed Gran in 1543 and the great Muslim state was reduced 
to the city of Harar. It was around that time that the thick five-meters-high city wall was 
constructed for defensive purpose. (Gordon 2000: 24-25, 298) 

Harar continued to exist as an independent (city) state. During this time, commerce 
flourished and the city even issued its own currency. The city served as a commercial meeting 
point of Africa, India and the Middle East. It grew into a powerful trading centre, exporting 
slaves, ivory, coffee, tobacco, cloth, livestock, honey, spices and incense (Parker 1995:55). 
Right up until the 1850s, Harar was home of the most important market in the Horn. 
Furthermore, during the 17th and 18th centuries, the city was known as an important centre of 
Islamic scholarship. Fine Islamic manuscripts produced in Harar were taken to mosques all 
over the Horn (Harar Network 2003).  

With its blooming commerce, Harar also regained some of its political power. The 
Ethiopian kings reigned over the central part of what is now Ethiopia, while the emirs of 
Harar covered the south-east (Van Beurden 1994:10). This situation lasted for several 
centuries. However, in 1875, the independence of  the emirate of Harar was threatened again, 
this time by the Egyptians. Dreaming of an East African empire, they occupied the city for a 
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decade. By 1885, the emir Abdullahi managed to regain power, only to be defeated again by 
the Ethiopian emperor Menelik II in 1887. Menelik made a definite end to the independent 
emirate of Harar and incorporated it into Ethiopia. Although, the emperor is seen as the great 
unifier by the Amharas, many Hararis resent him to this day (Gordon 2000: 299). 

Shortly after the defeat of Harar in 1887, a major event took place that had important 
consequences for the further development of the city. At the turn of the 20th century, a 
railway was constructed, linking Addis Ababa with the Red Sea. This railway supplanted 
virtually all caravan trade. As the train bypassed Harar, the city lost its handling of imports 
and exports and the economic significance of Harar to interior Ethiopia dwindled (Waldron 
1975: vi-vii). The situation worsened during the last part of the twentieth century, when the 
town of Alemaya (containing a university) became the primary market for produce from the 
region. The overall picture of the city�s economy, then, is one of continuing decline since the 
beginning of the 20th century. 

Besides economic problems, Harar and its indigenous inhabitants � the Harari people � 
continued to face power struggles and political problems. This was especially apparent during 
the reign of Emperor Haile Selassie25. Haile Selassie was born and raised in Harar, but 
belonged to the Amhara ethnic group. Coming from the city, he was well aware about the 
social tightness of the Harari community. After he came to power, he tried to break this 
tightness, in order for the Amharas to take social, economic and political control of the city. 
Amharic became the official language, where it used to be Arabic, and Harari persons were 
banned from all government jobs, the police and the armed forces. In addition, higher taxes 
were levied on the Harari people and liquor store were only allowed in Muslim 
neighbourhoods26. Haile Selassie also pushed the Harari people to leave the city. They were 
able to receive land in Addis Ababa easily and were released from paying taxes once living 
there. (Interview with a historian, 29-01-2003) 

The Harari people tried to fight the political power of Haile Selassie over Harar by 
organising themselves into a political organisation called �Hamlad�. This organisation strove 
for an independent Harari state. It even managed to put the request for independence in front 
of the League of Nations, but the request was denied. As a result, Haile Selassie imprisoned 
almost all Harari men. The political movement disappeared and the hope for an independent 
state was lost. (ibid.) 

In 1995, however, Harar won back a kind of independence. With the new constitution of 
the FDRE, the HPNRS was formed. Harar became a city-state again; incorporated within the 
republic, but separate from any other province. The state is the smallest one in Ethiopia, in 
terms of both population size and area. The population size in 2003 was projected to be 
approximately 176,800, around 0.24 percent of the total Ethiopian population. The total area 
of the state covers 343.2 square kilometres, only 0.027 percent of the entire country. The state 
area is divided into nineteen urban Kebeles and seventeen peasant associations27. The nineteen 
urban Kebeles, which together form the city of Harar, cover an area of 19.5 square kilometres 
(HPNRS 2000: 1-3).  

The history of Harar already shows the special character of the city in Ethiopia. Being 
an independent Muslim state for most of its existence, it was only incorporated into the wider 
nation little over a century ago. The city and its people, however, still have a distinctive 
                                                 
25 Haile Selassie was born in Harar as Tafari, son of warlord Ras Makonnen. After his father�s death he received 
the title Ras Tafari. He functioned as regent under Empress Zawditu, daughter of Menelik II. After her death, 
Ras Tafari crowned himself Emperor Haile Selassie in 1930. His reign lasted until the Derg revolution of 1974, 
when a council of military officers deposed him. Parker 1995: 11 
26 This latter was considered to be highly offending towards the Harari people. Almost all Harari are Muslim, 
and the Islam forbids liquor. 
27 The peasant association is the rural equivalent of the urban Kebele. It is the lowest administration level in the 
country. Each peasant association has its own administrative office and peasant association. 
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identity. The fact that the city was granted its own regional state can be seen as recognition of 
this special character. In the next paragraph, a look is taken at the demographic profile of the 
city. 
 
Demographic profile 
As mentioned above, the HPNRS is the smallest state in Ethiopia in terms of population size, 
with a total of approximately 176,800 inhabitants in 2003. Of this number around 108,600 
(sixty percent) are believed to live in the city of Harar. This makes the HPNRS the most 
urbanised regional state of the country (HPNRS 2001: 130). Furthermore, given the small 
area that the city covers, it is also one of the most congested parts of the country. The overall 
population density in the city is 5569 persons per square kilometre. However, the old part of 
the city � within the city walls28 � is much more congested. Covering an area of only sixty 
hectares, it houses more than 34,300 people, bringing the population density to more than 
57,160 people per square kilometre29. (HPNRS 2000: 21) 

It is estimated that the population growth between 1995 and 2000 was around 4.2 
percent a year for the city of Harar. Besides fertility and mortality, net migration also 
contributes to the population growth. For Harar, it is estimated that 1.18 percent of the growth 
rate can be described to net migration. The growth rate is high for Ethiopian standards, which 
is estimated at an average of 2.9 percent a year. This can also be seen in the population 
doubling time, which, was set at less than seventeen years for Harar in the year 2000, while at 
24 years for Ethiopia. (HPNRS 2001: 4-6) 

As mentioned above, fertility and mortality rates influence the population growth. In 
2000, the crude birth rate for Harar was set at approximately 37.2, while the crude death rate 
was set at fourteen30. This shows that two-and-a-half times more babies were born than people 
died, which explains partially the high population growth. The fertility rate was estimated at 
3.431. Life expectancy at birth was 53.1 years for male and 52.2 years for female in 2000. 
(HPNRS 2001: 28-29) 

The population of Harar can be categorised into different groups; according to such 
aspects as sex, age, religion, ethnicity, and language. Regarding the sex ratio, it can be stated 
that the men are slightly over represented in Harar, with a ratio of one to 0.96. The 
composition of the population according to age indicates different important aspects such as 
size of working population and dependency ratio. The first consists of all persons between the 
age of fifteen and sixty. This category includes two-thirds of the people in Harar. The latter 
calculates the ratio of population under fifteen and over sixty years old to the population 
between fifteen and sixty years old. It is believed that those younger than fifteen and older 
than sixty are dependent on others for acquiring their basic needs. In the period 1995-2000, 
the dependency ratio in Harar was 0.49 (ibid. 16), meaning that for every person between 
fifteen and sixty years old, there is 0.49 person dependent on him.  

Although Harar has long been a distinctive Muslim community, nowadays different 
religions can be found in the city. After the defeat of the emirate in 1887, the first Christians 
moved into the region and settled in Harar. Since that time the religious composition of the 
city altered significantly. According to the 1994 Ethiopian Population and Housing Census, 
the religious composition of the city constitutes 60.3 percent Muslims, 38.2 percent Ethiopian 

                                                 
28 This part of the city is also referred to as Jugal. It comprised of the Kebeles 01 till 07.  
29 The high population density causes problems regarding housing and sanitation. This will be discussed in the 
next paragraph. Here, the focus is on the demographic characteristics of the city. 
30 The crude birth rate is the number of births per 1000 people � including all persons even those who can not 
give birth � in a certain year. The crude death rate is the number of death per 1000 population in a certain year. 
31 This means that, on average, a woman gives birth to 3.4 (living) children during her lifetime if she was to pass 
through all her childbearing years. 
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Orthodox, 0.9 percent Protestants, 0.5 percent Catholics and 0.1 percent followers of other 
religious groups (FDRE 2003). 

The ethnic composition of Harar has changed even more drastically over the last 
century. The population used to be almost entirely Harari, with a small minority of Oromo 
people. Nowadays, however, the Hararis comprise only 7.1 percent of the inhabitants, while 
the Oromo have formed an absolute majority of 52.3 percent. Other ethnicities in town are the 
Amhara with 32.6 percent, the Somali with 3.8 percent, the Gurage with 3.2 percent and 
�others� with one percent (ibid.). The Harari, Oromo and Somali people are almost 
exclusively Muslim, while the Amhara and Gurage almost exclusively belong to the 
Ethiopian Orthodox Church. Furthermore, the different ethnic groups each have their own 
language; namely Oromifa, Amharic, Harari, Somali and Gurage. The official language of the 
state, however, is Harari. 

The two Kebeles incorporated into this study each have a population of approximately 
6,500 inhabitants. Most of the people in Kebele 02 are Muslim and belong either to the 
Oromo or Harari ethnicity. The inhabitants of Kebele12 are mostly Orthodox Amhara. The 
composition of these two Kebeles is a good example of the fact that different religious and 
ethnic groups often live separately from each other. Generally speaking, one can say that 
religion and ethnicity influence to a great extent Harar�s social life. In the next paragraph, 
some remarks are made regarding the social and political profile of Harar. 
 
Social and political profile32 
As shown above, Harar has become a multi-religious and multi-ethnic city since the victory of 
Menelik II over the city in 1887. This change, however, was often imposed from outside and 
not welcomed by the indigenous people of the city. It was, for example, Menelik II who 
ordered at the end of the nineteenth century that the mosque on the central square of the old 
city was to be replaced by a cathedral (Gordon 2000: 300). Some decades later, Haile Selassie 
undertook several activities in order to alter the ethnic composition of the city. The fact that 
the changes were inflicted on the city and its people can perhaps help to understand the 
present day situation in Harar. 

There is a strong division between different religions and ethnic groups in Harar. One 
can easily speak of a compartmentalised society along religious and ethnic lines. The different 
population groups often live separately from each other and interaction between them is 
minimised. Especially the Harari community tries its best to physically, socially and culturally 
keep a distance between themselves and other ethnic groups. As a result, most of the Harari 
are living within the walls of the old city, which they regard as their territory. They strongly 
hold on to and preserve their traditions in marriage, dressing, house decoration, speech and 
other externally observable characteristics (Mohammed 2000: 8). One way to preserve their 
distinct culture is by forbidding marriage with non-Hararis. It is said that this would degrade 
the cultural identity of the group (ibid. 7-8). As a result, almost all Hararis in Harar are related 
to each other. 

Although ethnicity is thus an important factor in Harar�s social life, this is even more so 
for religion. Many Muslims dissociate themselves from the Ethiopian Orthodox in every 
possible way and vice versa. As a result, most things have a Muslim and an Orthodox (or 
Christian) variant. There are Muslim and Christian markets, slaughterhouses, bakeries, 
restaurants, hotels, cemeteries and even a Muslim and a Christian hyena man33. Despite such a 

                                                 
32 Unless stated otherwise, the following information is based on observations and informal conversations that 
took place during the fieldwork period. 
33 The hyena man of Harar is one of the local tourist attractions. At night fall, he feeds the spotted hyenas that 
live in the area from his hand and even from his mouth. Although it used to be done by a Muslim man only, a 
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division, many informants emphasised that there is no religious tension between the groups 
and that the people live peacefully with each other. However, there are occasions when a 
slightly different picture occurs. One of these occasions is the celebration of Timkat. 

 Timkat is the celebration of Jesus Christ�s baptism. It is one of the most important 
Ethiopian Orthodox festivals. During the three-day celebration several processions are held in 
Harar, during which not only religious symbols are displayed but also nationalistic ones, such 
as the Ethiopian flag. One of these processions leads to the cathedral in the old city. During 
this procession, several thousand Orthodox people march into the old city, waving the 
Ethiopian flag. They seem to say that Harar and Ethiopia belong to them. The Muslims that 
were willing to react on this procession said that many Muslims regard it as an act of 
provocation, even more so because the people carry the Ethiopian flag. In 2002, several youth 
had tried to stop the procession of going into the old city. Some fights occurred during that 
occasion and two or three people were said to have been killed. Accordingly, there seems to 
be more religious tension under the surface than people would like others to believe. 

Tensions can also be observed when looking at the political situation in Harar. First of 
all, the political structure creates tension between the different ethnic groups. At the moment, 
the HPNRS is administered by a coalition of the Harari and Oromo (Mohammed 2000: 9), but 
the first seem to be in control. They hold most of the government jobs in general and the 
higher positions in specific. The fact that Harari is the official state language, and that is 
hardly spoken outside the Harari community, makes it difficult for other people to find work 
within the government structure. Furthermore, many Hararis feel that it is their state � in fact 
it is called the Harari People’s National Regional State � and that, as one informant 
expressed, �the right of the minority should be guaranteed�. The other ethnic groups, 
especially the Amhara, who make up almost a third of the population, feel that they are not 
represented by the state government and that they are discriminated against; not only when 
applying for a (government) job, but also when applying for benefits or higher education at a 
government school. 

However, tension does not only occur between the different ethnic groups. The Harari 
community itself is also divided between its two political parties: the Harar National League 
and the Harari People�s Democratic Party (HPDP). In general, the people supporting the 
opposition party, the HPDP, feel that they are discriminated against. It is believed that the 
criterion currently in place to fill a government position is based on loyalty to the government 
party, friendship and/or kinship (Abdulwadud 2003). 

The above account has been presented in order to give some insight into the factors that 
influence the social and political life in Harar. It shows that ethnicity, religion and, to some 
extent, political preference are important factors determining the social and political situation 
in the city. In the next paragraph, attention is paid to the socio-economic situation. It describes 
the economic, education and health (care) profiles of the city. 
 
Socio- economic profile 
Even though Harar has always been an important trading centre, agriculture used to be the 
major economic activity of the (urban) Harari people. As the city is situated on the edge of the 
Rift highlands, the area around it is agriculturally fertile and suitable for the production of 
sorghum, maize, wheat, ground nuts and cash crops like coffee and chat (HPNRS 2000: 30). 
However, due to a series of economic and political changes in the last decades � like the land 
tenure system � trade became the more important economic activity in Harar. Nowadays, the 
urban population of the HPNRS is hardly involved in agriculture (Mohammed 2000: 17). 

                                                                                                                                                         
Christian hyena man is also �performing� in Harar nowadays. Whether a tourist is taken to the Muslim or the 
Christian man depends to a great extent on his hotel and guide. 
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The fact that trade is a major economic activity of Harar also becomes clear when 
looking at the urban occupational structure34. Out of the economically active population35, 
39.7 percent is employed in social, cultural and public administration, 27.7 percent in trade, 
8.7 percent in manufacturing, and 7.0 percent in transport and related activities (see table 2.1). 
On the other hand, only 3.4 percent is employed in agriculture. As can be seen from the table, 
significant changes have taken place in the pattern of employment. The proportion of 
employment in trade has increased significantly, while the proportion of employment in both 
agriculture and administration had decreased. Although, recent data are not available, it is 
believed that these changes have continued since 1994 (Interview with the head of the 
Economy and Planning Bureau, 20-01-2003). 
 
Table 2.1  Occupational structure of Harar, by industrial category 
 

Industry 
1984 
% 

1994 
% 

Agriculture & related 9.0 3.4 
Mining & Quarry 0.3 0.3 
Manufacturing 5.2 8.8 
Utilities 0.5 0.8 
Construction 2.8 2.1 
Trade 19.1 27.7 
Bank & Finance 0.7 0.9 
Social, Cultural & Public
Administration 52.6 39.7 
Transport & related 2.5 7.0 
Not stated 8.3 9.7 
Total 100 100 
Source: HPNRS 2000: 99 
 

 Besides the changes in occupational structure, significant change also took place 
regarding the unemployment rate. While 7.3 percent of the working population was 
unemployed in 1984, this figure rose to 27.1 percent in 1994. Higher population growth with 
stagnant economic growth is believed to have aggravated unemployment. Given these factors, 
the unemployment rate is believed to have increased even further since 1994. (ibid.) 

Unemployment is not spread equally throughout the city. In some Kebeles the 
unemployment rate is above the average. Kebele 12 is a good example of such a Kebele. The 
military camp of Harar is situated in this neighbourhood and most of its inhabitants used to be 
employed as a soldier during the Derg regime36. However, with the fall of the regime in 1991, 
all soldiers were expelled from the military and many inhabitants of Kebele 12 were left 
without an income. According to the head of the administrative office, only one-fourth of the 
people are employed in regular jobs these days, while the rest can be regarded as unemployed 
(Interview with the head of the Kebele Office, 20-02-2003). 
 
For the educational situation, it is important to look at the availability of schools, the 
enrolment rate and the quality of the education provided. Regarding the availability, schools 
of all levels are located in Harar. There are seven kindergartens (KGs), 23 primary schools, 

                                                 
34 The following data are for the year 1994. These are the most recent data available for the occupational 
structure. 
35 The economically active population includes all persons aged ten years and above, who are employed. HPNRS 
2001: 96 
36 The Derg regime is the military dictatorship that reigned over Ethiopia from 1974 till 1991. 
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and three secondary schools. Furthermore, Harar is home to a nursing school, a teacher�s 
training institute and a technical school, all at the tertiary level. (Interview with the head of 
the Education Bureau, 19-5-2003)  

The enrolment rates differ greatly between the different levels. In 1999, only ten percent 
of the school aged children attend a KG, while 85 percent attend a primary school. Fifty-three 
percent of the children between fifteen and eighteen attend a secondary school (ibid.). The 
enrolment rate for the tertiary level is not known. In general, the enrolment rates are quite 
high for Ethiopia, where the rates for primary and secondary education are 47 and thirteen 
respectively (UNDP 2003: 273). 

However, the quality of the schools is problematic. The average number of students per 
classroom is sixty for primary schools and 94 for secondary school. In addition, learning 
materials are scarce and educational equipment and furniture are not sufficient to serve the 
students. In 1999, it was further established that respectively thirteen and 44.5 percent of the 
teachers at the primary and secondary schools were under-qualified. (HPNRS 2001: 109-114) 

The available health services in Harar include four hospitals, one TB-centre, two health 
posts and one regional laboratory (ibid. 114). However, only two of the hospitals serve the 
general public. The other two, namely the Police Hospital and the Military Hospital, only 
provide services to police and military men in eastern Ethiopia, respectively. Furthermore, all 
facilities are not only used by the urban population, but also by the rural population of the 
adjacent areas. In general, though, the health institutions do not have enough qualified 
personal, medical equipment, medicines, and materials such as beds and mattresses to cater 
for the many people that rely on them (ibid. 125). This further jeopardises the quality of the 
service provided.  

The major diseases treated in the health services are malaria, URTI (upper respiratory 
track infection), Pneumonia, Gastritis, TB (tuberculoses), and UT (upper tracheal) (HPNRS 
2000: 64). Although water born diseases are not mentioned, they are very common in Harar 
(Interview with the Branch Secretary of the ERCS, 30-05-2003). The city suffers from a lack 
of safe drinking water. Although almost everyone has access to tap water, this is not suitable 
for drinking and causes many people to be ill. However, people are not likely to visit the 
health institutes for water-born diseases (ibid.). The number of HIV/Aids infected persons is 
also unknown. Although the statistics show that the number of infected persons has declined 
since 1996, the general believe is that the disease has been spreading rapidly in the last few 
years. At the moment, it is estimated that 7.5 percent of the population in Harar is infected 
(Interview with the Project Co-ordinator of OSSA, 22-5-2003). However, this is still low 
compared to the estimation that 21 percent of the urban population in Ethiopia is HIV positive 
(ibid.). Other health indicators are the infant mortality rate37 and the under five mortality 
rate38. These were 93 and 135, respectively for the year 2000 (HPNRS 2000: 37). 
 
This section has described the city of Harar by presenting some information on its history, 
demographic profile, social and political profile and socio-economic profile. Some of the data 
presented in these descriptions are commonly used in order to indicate the poverty situation in 
a country or area, such as the life expectancy at birth or infant mortality rate. If one compares 
these data with those from Ethiopia, it appears that the poverty situation in Harar is generally 
less severe than on average in Ethiopia (see table 2.2). However, compared to the 
neighbouring countries of Eritrea and Djibouti39, this is not always true. Although Harar still 

                                                 
37 The infant mortality rate is the number of infant death per year per 1,000 life births during the same year. 
38 The under five mortality rate is the number of death of children under five years old per year, per 1,000 life 
births during the same year.  
39 The countries Eritrea and Djibouti were chosen because of their proximity to Harar. Although Somalia is also 
close, it is not included due to a lack of data on the situation in the country. 
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has the highest life expectancy at birth, it does not differ much from that of Eritrea. 
Furthermore, the infant and under-five mortality rates are lower in Eritrea and only slightly 
higher in Djibouti. Still, the primary and secondary enrolment rates are at least twice at high 
in Harar as in Eritrea or Djibouti. South Africa is actually the only African country that 
resembles Harar enrolment rates. It has primary and secondary enrolment rates of 89 and 57 
respectively (UNDP 2003: 272). 
 
Table 2.2   Development indicators for Harar, Ethiopia, Eritrea and Djibouti 
 
 Harar Ethiopia Eritrea Djibouti 
Life expectancy at 
birth (2000) 

m: 53.1   
v: 52.2 

m: 44.6   
v: 46.7 

m: 50.9   
v: 54.1 

m: 44.9   
v: 47.3 

Infant mortality rate 
(2000) 

93 116 72 100 

Under-five mortality 
rate (2000) 

135 172 111 143 

Primary enrolment 
rate (1999) 

85 47 41 33 

Secondary 
enrolment rate 
(1999) 

53 13 22 .. 

Sources: HPNRS 2000, UNDP 2003 
 
All in all, these statistics show that the poverty situation in Harar is generally better on 

average than for the rest of Ethiopia as a whole. The statistics for life expectancy and infant 
and under-five mortality, however, are quite similar to those of Eritrea, which is regarded as 
one of the least development country by the UNDP. The next section looks in more detail at 
the poverty situation in Harar. 
 

2.2   The poverty situation in Harar40 
 
As some of the statistics have shown, poverty is prevalent in Harar. However, to get more 
insight into the poverty situation in Harar, it is equally important to look at the perceptions of 
the local people on poverty. These are described in this section. It presents the local 
perceptions on the meaning of poverty, gradations of poverty and wealth, and the most urgent 
needs and problems of the poor. In additions, attention is paid to the local perceptions on the 
causes of poverty. 
 
The meaning of poverty 
In general, the people in Harar associate poverty with insufficient income to obtain the basic 
needs necessary for human beings. One informant explained that poverty means that you can 
not provide yourself and your family with the basic needs and that you die because of this. 
This indicates that the basic needs are associated with the things essential for survival. 
According to the informants, they include food, (drinking) water, clothing, shelter, health care 
and education. The latter, however, was not always believed to be essential for survival. 
People believed that, technically speaking, a person would also be able to live without an 
education, as long as the other basic needs are provided for. However, they recognised that 
education is very important in life, because it gives a person the knowledge to deal with 
                                                 
40 The following information comes from the interviews, focus-group discussions and ranking exercises 
conducted with poor people during the fieldwork period.  
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problems and because it creates job opportunities. They, therefore, included education as a 
necessity for human beings. 

Although poverty was associated with a lack of all the basic needs, lack of food was 
often seen as the most important aspect of poverty. People often stated that poverty means 
having only one or two meals a day. While others added that these meals usually have low 
nutritious value, consisting only of shorrow watt and injera41. Poverty means not being able to 
afford meat, onions, oil, coffee or milk. There are even sayings circulating in the city that 
express this aspect of poverty. In order to indicate a person�s (economic) situation, the 
expression �he eats meat only once a year� was commonly used. Furthermore, people said one 
can recognise a poor person from the fact that he drinks tea from coffee leaves � a cheap 
substitute for tea or coffee. 

On the contrary to a lack of food, a lack of drinking water was not commonly used as an 
important indication of poverty. This has mostly to do with the fact that almost the entire 
population in Harar suffers from a lack of clean drinking water. The city�s water supply 
depends on Lake Alemaya, situated around 25 kilometres from Harar. Tap water is taken 
directly from this lake, despite the fact that leakage of fertilisers, farm chemicals and other 
disposals greatly affect the quality of the water (HPNRS 2001: 76). It is therefore not safe to 
be used as drinking water. The only options to obtain clean drinking water are to buy bottled 
water or water from Dire Dawa42 at a local shop, or to bring it from Dire Dawa directly. 
However, only a small part of the population can afford any of these options. As most people 
can afford tap water, the fact that one has no access to tap water is believed to be a better 
indication of poverty. 

Although for different reasons, people also believed that clothes are not always a good 
indication of poverty. Informants explained that a person wearing old or dirty clothes is poor, 
but a person wearing nice clothes is not always wealthy. Indeed, poor persons often expressed 
that it is considered to be shameful to be poor. They therefore try to hide their poverty by 
wearing nice clothes and accessories. According to them poverty means trying to keep up 
appearances, while inside you feel hunger. Here, the importance of a lack of food as an aspect 
of poverty is expressed again. 

Besides a lack of food, inadequate shelter was also seen as an important aspect of 
poverty. Many informants expressed that poverty means not having one�s own place to live. 
This does not only refer to a state of homelessness, but also to persons living in somebody 
else�s kitchen, or to different families being forced to live together in one (small) house. 
Furthermore, bad quality of the shelter was also commonly referred to as an aspect of poverty. 
Houses with leaking roofs, no kitchen or toilet facilities or overcrowded rooms � for example 
one room for a family of six � were generally considered as poor men�s houses. 

The lack of health care as an important aspect of poverty is closely related to morbidity, 
which was often associated with poverty. Informants expressed that poverty means being ill 
often, while one can not afford to see a doctor. At the same time, informants recognised that 
poverty means having to live in bad conditions, which make a person ill. The lack of clean 
drinking water and sanitation facilities were seen as important causes of diseases. 
Furthermore, people explained that the poor often work in jobs with high health risks. Poor 
women may find employment as prostitutes, while poor men, for example, work as porters, 
which means they have to carry heavy loads. Their poverty situation forces these men and 
women to accept such jobs, even though they jeopardise their health. 

                                                 
41 Shorrow watt is a thick sauce made of lentil, it is eaten together with injera; a kind of (sour) pancake prepared 
out of teff, a local wheat. 
42 Dire Dawa is a city approximately fifty kilometres from Harar. It is the nearest town with (relatively) clean tap 
water.  
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Besides health risks, the above jobs also have in common that one does not need an 
education in order to do them. A lack of education is generally seen as an important aspect of 
poverty. People explained that it decreases a person�s opportunities to find a formal job with 
ensured payment, which enables persons to obtain the basic needs. Furthermore, poverty 
means that one is not able to send his children to school. Although, nowadays, the 
government provides free education for those who can not afford to pay any school fees, some 
poor persons explained that their children are still not able to attend school. They explained 
that they can not afford a school uniform, or that the children can not go to school on an 
empty stomach. 

In summation; poverty in Harar is generally associated with insufficient income, 
resulting in a lack of the basic needs necessary for living. A local definition of poverty can, 
therefore, be formulated as follows: 

Poverty is a state in which the basic needs � food, (drinking) water, clothes, shelter, 
health care and education � are insufficiently met in order to live a long and healthy life. 

The poor are, thus, those persons without sufficient basic needs. The next paragraph discusses 
in more length who are considered to be the poorest of the poor, the poor, the well-off and the 
rich. 

 
Gradations of poverty and wealth 
As mentioned above, the poor are considered to be those persons with insufficient basic needs 
to live a long and healthy life. However, not all persons who comply with the above criterion 
are equally poor. In the same matter, not all those with sufficient basic needs are equally 
wealthy. The people in Harar distinguish between different gradations of poverty and wealth. 
Here, the characteristics of four categories are described, namely the poorest of the poor, the 
poor, the well-off and the rich. 

The poorest of the poor are believed to be those persons that lack all the basic needs 
described above. They eat only one meal a day, or may even go a day without eating. They 
have no access to drinking water or tap water. Instead, they use the streams outside the city 
for drinking, cooking and washing. They walk around on bare feet, in dirty and old clothes. 
Most of the time, these people are homeless, or live in shelters made out of plastic and fabrics. 
Many of these can be found in the direct area of the bigger Orthodox churches. Those who 
live in other people�s kitchen are also considered to be among the poorest of the poor. 
Furthermore, the poorest of the poor have no access to health care or (free) government 
education. In general, they are seen as persons who are dependent on other people�s good-will 
for their living. These include beggars, but also the physically weak, such as the ill and the 
elderly. 

The poor are a little bit better off than the poorest of the poor. Although they also lack 
the basic needs for living, they are not totally dependent on others for their living. This 
implies that the poor generally have an income. Many poor women, for example, gather 
firewood outside the city in order to sell it on the market, or work as servants. Men may work 
as porters, or take on jobs such as repairing houses or digging holes at construction sides. 
However, the income is highly irregular and not enough to obtain the basic needs. The poor, 
therefore, are those persons who eat two meals a day, have no access to drinking water, live in 
a Kebele house43 and are not able to see a doctor when ill. Their children, however, mostly 
attend school. Women are generally believed to be over-represented among the poor, since 
they have less job opportunities and can not go out to work if they have infants to take care of. 

                                                 
43 A �Kebele house� refers to the government owned houses, rented out by the different Kebele offices. The rent 
for such a house is usually low, between one and ten birr per month. The quality of the houses, however, is poor. 
Most of them have no kitchen or sanitation facilities and are not maintained. 
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The next category established by the informants is the category of the well-off. The 
people that are considered to be well-off are usually able to obtain all the basic needs. They 
hold regular jobs or have their own businesses that enable them and their family to eat three 
times a day, wear nice clothes and own a house with kitchen and sanitation facilities. 
Furthermore, they are able to buy the water from Dire Dawa � although, perhaps not always 
in sufficient quantities � and see a doctor when ill � although they can not afford surgery, for 
example. In addition to these basic needs, the well-off have electricity and such luxury 
products as a television. They are also able to celebrate (religious) festivals with nice food and 
new clothes. The latter two examples imply that the well-off have at least some possibilities to 
save money for bigger expenses. 

The difference between the category of the well-off and the rich, has mostly to do with 
the amount of luxury products the latter can buy. Rich persons in Harar, for example, do not 
only have a television, but also a satellite dish. They can afford to buy bottled water, or fly to 
Addis Ababa for medical care that is not available in Harar. They usually live in multi-storied 
houses, with sufficient rooms for each family member to have a private room.  

From the above paragraph, it has become clear that people in Harar differentiate 
between gradations of poverty and affluence. The description of these different gradations 
provided a further insight in who are considered to be the poor. The next paragraph will look 
at the most urgent needs and problems of these poor. 
 
The most urgent needs and problems of the poor 
Given the fact that the poor generally do not have sufficient basic needs necessary for living, 
one would expect their most urgent needs and problems to be related to (the lack of) these 
basic needs. This is true to a certain extent. This paragraph describes what the poor persons 
approached during the research saw as their most urgent needs and problems. 

Table 2.2 shows the list of needs and problems44 mentioned by the informants. They are 
ordered by rank, with the first rank representing the most urgent need/problem of the poor45. 
The ranking of the different needs/problems alone, however, is not enough to establish the 
most urgent needs and problems of the poor. In my opinion, the need for an ikub or baha can 
not be considered as one of the most urgent needs of the poor, as it received only three points 
and was ranked last. For this study, it is decided that the first five needs/problems are the most 
urgent ones.   
 

                                                 
44 During the research two different ranking exercises were held; one focussed on the most urgent needs of the 
poor and one on their most urgent problems. As the needs and problems are interrelated � if, for example, one�s 
most urgent needs is water, then the lack of water can be considered one�s most urgent problem � the result of 
both exercises are presented in one table.  
45 The ranking is based on the amount of points a need/problem received. Informants were asked to select five 
needs or problems of the list, which they believed to be the most urgent. Next, these five needs/problems were 
ranked from most urgent (one) to least urgent (five). The first rank received five point, the second four, the third 
three and so on.  The points that each need/problem received in the 62 ranking exercises were combined. The 
need/problem with the most points can be considered as the most urgent need/problem of the poor. 
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Table 2.3   The most urgent needs and problems of the poor 
 
Rank Need/problem Points 
1 Work/ income 138 
2 Food 108 
3 Health care 103 
4 Shelter 102 
5 Water 93 
6 Sanitation46 74 
7 A loan 56 
8 Electricity 36 
9 Clothes 30 
 Iddir/ afocha  30 
11 Land 25 
12 Education 21 
13 Farming/ 

working 
equipment 

12 

14 Ikub/ baha  3 
 
The most urgent needs/problems of the poor include, thus, (a lack of) several basic 

needs � namely food, health care, shelter, and water � as well as (a lack of) work and income. 
Informants explained that a lack of food, health care, shelter, and water are urgent problems, 
because these things are necessary to stay healthy. This, in turn, is important because one 
needs to be healthy in order to work and earn an income. However, many informants 
expressed that good health is no guarantee that one can work, as there are not enough jobs in 
Harar and unemployment is prevalent. Many people saw their lack of work and income as a 
very urgent problem. They expressed that it obstructed them in providing the necessities for 
themselves and their families.  

Informants did not only take into account their own unemployment when discussing 
about their most urgent problems. Especially women often considered the fact that their 
children were not able to find a job as an urgent problem. This has two reasons. First of all, 
without an income, the children continue to be dependent on their parents for their living. 
Women explained that this exaggerated the poverty situation of the family, as more mouths 
have to be fed. Youngsters recognised this problem and expressed that they regard themselves 
as parasites; living off the resources of their families, while they should be helping them. The 
latter is closely related to the second reason why unemployment of its children is considered 
to be an urgent problem. Informants often explained that their adult children are supposed to 
provide for them when they get old, but are unable to do so due to unemployment or 
insufficient income. As a result they have to continue working, which increases their ill-being. 

Looking at the remaining needs and problems mentioned by the poor, it becomes clear 
that they do not only include (a lack of) basic needs. Except for sanitation, clothes and 
education, the other needs are not basic needs. Rather they include such things as a loan and 
electricity. The fact that education has only the twelfth rank, can be explained by the fact that 
the government provides free education for the poor. Therefore, most children are able to go 
to school and receive an education. However, some adults explained that they themselves did 
not have enough education in order to find a good and secure job. Others expressed that even 
though their children have been able to finish high school, there are no possibilities for them 
to continue their education, because they are not accepted to or can not pay the school fees of 
                                                 
46 Here, sanitation includes toilet and bathroom facilities. Although, this can be regarded as part of �shelter�, it 
has been included as a separate need/problem, because it was mentioned quite often.  
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the higher education. This is considered a problem, as many children graduate from high 
school these days and a high school diploma alone is not sufficient anymore to find a job. In 
general, education is seen as a necessity to obtain a formal job, with which one can overcome 
poverty. 

Nineteen informants selected (the lack of) a loan as one of their most urgent 
needs/problems. All of them expressed that they would use the loan to invest it in an income-
generating activity. Some said they would invest it in starting their own business, such as a 
retail shop or workshop for handicrafts, while those with land or their own business wanted to 
invest it in new equipment in order to make more profit. In general, the informants believed 
that a loan would enable them to earn a better income, which could be used to repay the loan 
and supply their families with the necessary things. However, none of the informants had 
much hope for receiving a loan. They explained that it is not possible for poor persons to 
obtain a loan because they do not have anything to put up as forfeit. This lack of loan 
opportunities was seen as an obstacle to overcome poverty and take control one�s own life. It 
was, therefore, regarded as an important problem. 

In contrast, informants did not always express a direct link between a lack of electricity 
and poverty. Still, eighteen informants selected (a lack of) electricity as one of their most 
urgent needs/problems. Most of these informants simply expressed that it was not nice to sit 
in the dark at night and that they therefore were in need of electricity. A few women stated 
that the lack of electricity prohibited their children to study and make homework at night. 
Their children therefore lagged behind at school and had less chances to continue their 
education. Three other informants explained that they were in need of a private electricity 
line. At the moment, these informants rented electricity from their neighbours. They 
explained that, in the end, this turned out to be more expensive than having one�s own 
electricity line. However, they did not have the initial money to pay for the installation of the 
line. In general, electricity was not regarded as an absolute necessity, even though people 
highly appreciated it. 

The other needs and problems include (the lack of) an iddir or afocha, land, farming or 
working equipment, and an ikub or baha. Of these needs/problems, (the lack of) an iddir or 
afocha has the highest rank. The informants that selected the need of an iddir or afocha 
explained that these groups prepare proper burials for their members and their families. It was 
expressed many times that receiving a funeral according to one�s culture and religion is 
extremely important for both one�s dignity and the respect of the community. Persons without 
an iddir or afocha are either buried by their friends and neighbours or by the municipality. 
Both are considered to be shameful; the first, because the person is only creating (financial) 
hardship for those that need to bury him and the second, because it is believed that the 
municipality does not conduct funerals according to religious rules. In general, the informants 
felt that they would be less troubled when able to join an iddir or afocha, because they would 
not need to worry about their funeral anymore. 

Only seven informants felt that they were in need of land. Two informants explained 
they need land for constructing a house and a workshop respectively. The majority, however, 
associated land with farming. The informants explained that they have some farmland, but 
that the production of the land is not sufficient. They therefore are in need of additional land. 
Four of them also expressed their need for new or additional farming equipment in order to 
increase their production. Animal ploughs, seeds and fertilisers were mentioned as needed 
materials. Three others selected (the lack of) farming equipment to be one of their most urgent 
needs/problems. They explained they have land, but not the equipment to work on it. In 
general, however, the persons depending on agriculture believed that even with additional 
land or equipment it would be difficult to survive in the city, as the land can be yielded only 
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once a year. They believed that a regular income is needed to survive during the rest of the 
year. 

The need for an ikub or baha takes up the rear of the needs/problems of the poor; it 
received only three points. The two informants that did express their need for an ikub or baha, 
stated that being a member of an ikub or baha means one can receive a large amount of 
money at once in order to solve one�s problems or use it for income-generating activities. 
However, both explained that it is only possible to join an ikub or baha if one has a regular 
income that is high enough to save a small amount. They therefore were not able to join an 
ikub or baha. 

The above paragraph has shown that the poor consider (a lack of) work or income, food, 
health care, shelter and water as their most urgent needs and problems. These results 
correspond to the local perception of poverty as a state in which the basic needs are 
insufficiently met. It is interesting to note that these local views are very similar to the basic 
needs approach, which arose in development thinking during the 1970s. This approach 
conceives poverty as inadequate fulfilment of basic needs, while raising the income of the 
poor is seen as a necessity to acquire these needs (DFID 2003: 23). In the last decades, 
however, attention shifted away from this approach. Current mainstream thinking about 
poverty and development focuses on power relations and empowerment, while it gives only 
scant attention to the lack of basic needs. The perception of the poor themselves, however, 
seem to correspond more closely to an approach that is regarded as obsolete than to the 
current empowerment approach. 

While trying to establish the most urgent needs and problems of the poor, the causes of 
their poverty were regularly addressed. Not everybody was able (or willing) to unravel the 
causes and some stated that it was in Allah�s or God�s hands, but many people did formulate 
their ideas. These perceptions will be discussed here. 
 
The causes of poverty 
Several causes of poverty were formulated during the research. Most informants believed that 
unemployment and, as a result, lack of income are the causes of their poverty. They explained 
that due to a lack of income, they are not able to obtain the basic needs for their families and 
to give their children a good (higher) education. In turn, their lack of basic needs decreases 
their health, which obstructs them from working. Many informants felt it was a vicious circle, 
which they could only break by finding a secure and regular job. However, none of the 
informants had much hope for finding such a job. 

The informants gave several reasons for their unemployment. Many informants in 
Kebele 12 saw the fall of the Derg regime as the direct cause for their unemployment. They 
explained that they (or their husbands) used to work in the military, but that they were 
expelled after the fall of the regime and are not allowed to join it again. As their past is taken 
into consideration when applying for a formal (government) job, it is extremely difficult to 
find new employment. Other informants felt that they are not able to find employment, 
because of a lack of education or because of discrimination between the different ethnicities 
in town. Regarding the latter, people said that only Hararis or people with good connections 
to (important) Hararis are accepted for government jobs. Some informants looked at a 
national level to explain the unemployment. They felt that the gradual economic growth, the 
lack of (foreign) investments and the lack of government involvement obstruct the creation of 
employment and that the increasing migration of the rural population to the city exaggerates 
the problem. 

However, unemployment was not the only cause of poverty mentioned. The death of a 
family member is also believed to be a cause of poverty. Some informants explained that they 
fell into poverty after the death of the breadwinner. Most of the time, this meant that the 
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husband had died, leaving the widow without an income. In some cases, however, both 
parents had died and the informants explained that they have to take care of their younger 
brothers and sisters. A few older ladies explained that they fell into poverty after their 
children had died. Not only are the children no longer able to take care of them, but some left 
behind children, which means they have to feed and raise their grandchildren. Others 
explained that they are raising orphans of deceased sisters, friends or neighbours. Several 
people stated that the rapid spread of HIV/Aids causes many young people to die and leave 
behind orphans. They therefore felt that HIV/Aids also causes poverty. 

Other causes of poverty that were mentioned include a high fertility rate, traditional 
farming, and cultural traditions. Regarding the first, some women explained that their poverty 
situation gets worse every time another child is born, as it adds another mouth to feed. 
However, birth control is not easily accessible according to them and they felt they have not 
enough means to limit their number of children.  

The traditional way of farming was regarded as a cause of poverty by both the persons 
depending on farming and those that do not. The first felt that the yield of their land is low 
due to the fact that they are forced to cultivate the land with traditional tools. They therefore 
do not earn enough to sustain themselves and their families. Furthermore, some of them 
recognised that their way of cultivation is harmful for the environment � for example cutting 
and burning down the trees. This further decreases the yield of the land every year. However, 
they felt that there are no alternatives. The informants that did not depend on farming 
explained that due to the traditional way of cultivation, there is not enough food on the 
market. This, in turn, makes the food very expensive. According to them, this price inflation 
can cause and increase poverty.  

 The final cause for poverty mentioned involves cultural traditions. Several informants 
explained that expensive cultural traditions, such as funeral, memorial and wedding 
ceremonies, can cause people to fall into poverty. In order to live up to the expectations and 
rules of the community, people may spend all they have or contract debts in order to prepare a 
good ceremony. Especially if the families of the bride and groom start competing with each 
other, there is a high chance that people spend too much. 

In summation; lack of income � due to unemployment, the death of a family member, or 
traditional farming  � and high expenses � due to many children, expensive food or expensive 
ceremonies � were seen as the major causes of poverty. 
 
This chapter has paid attention to Harar; its history, demographic profile, social and political 
profile, socio-economic profile, and poverty situation. The description of the poverty situation 
was based on local perceptions of poverty, its gradations and the most urgent needs and 
problems of the poor. It thereby answered the sub questions �What constitutes poverty in the 
city of Harar?�. However, this information alone is not sufficient to answer the research 
question. A thorough understanding of the different indigenous social security systems is also 
necessary in order to estimate the extent to which the indigenous systems contribute to 
poverty reduction. In the next chapter, a detailed look is taken at the functioning of the afocha 
and iddir and their contribution to poverty reduction. Chapter four will discuss the same for 
the baha and ikub, while chapter five focuses on the zakât system. 
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3 
 

The afocha and iddir 
 
 
In this chapter the first two indigenous systems of social security are described, namely the 
afocha and the iddir. The systems show many similarities and can be considered the Muslim 
and Christian Orthodox variant of the same system. First, the objective, history, and 
functioning of the afocha are described, followed by the description of the iddir. Then, 
information is given on the extent to which the systems comply with the different aspects of 
poverty reduction. Attention is also paid to the different opinions people hold on the afocha 
and iddir. The chapter ends with some conclusions on the extent to which the afocha and 
iddir contribute to poverty reduction. 
 

3.1   The afocha47 
 
The afocha is the single most important association of the Harari people. It fulfils many 
functions including maintaining the culture and traditions of the Harari people and providing 
its members with social security. The people have organised themselves into different afocha 
groups, which are sex-distinct and often based on locality, comprising people living in the 
same vicinity (Kebele). In 2003, there were 36 male afocha and eleven female afocha in 
Harar. 

In the following the objective, history and functioning of the afocha groups is described. 
Regarding the functioning, most attention is given to the activities of the groups in providing 
(material) assistance to its members and not so much to the cultural and religious activities. 
 
The objective of the afocha 
Although leaders of the approached afocha groups stated it differently, they agreed that the 
objective of the afocha is to provide assistance for its members at the time of funerals, 
weddings and problems like illness. As one leader explained, the afocha symbolises the 
agreement between its members to bury each other and to help one another during funerals, 
weddings and illness.  

The kind of assistance the afocha gives is laid down in the rules and regulations of the 
group. It includes different things like money, labour and sharing each other�s sorrow and 
happiness. More information on the assistance is provided under the heading �The activities of 
the afocha�, first a look is taken at the history of the afocha.  
 
History 
The afocha is said to have existed in the Harari community for more than five hundred years. 
Different stories go around on how the afocha was established. Some interviewees say it 
came into existence by the order of Sheck Abadir, who was one of the emirs of Harar. 
According to the story, Sheck Abadir ordered the people to organise themselves into groups 
in order to follow the religious orders of the Prophet Mohammed on burial procedures. These 

                                                 
47 Unless stated otherwise the information in this section has been taken from the interviews with leaders and 
members of the male and female afocha approached during the fieldwork. 
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religious orders set rules on how to bury the dead in a proper way and obliged people to 
provide food for the mourners.  

In another story, the afocha is established out of the need for protection and co-
operation. The Christian Orthodox kingdom of Ethiopia and the Muslim emirate of Harar 
fought many wars between them. Due to these wars the Muslim rulers weakened and had to 
accept the rising power of the Oromo people. Being completely enclosed by Oromo territory, 
the people of Harar built the famous city wall in order to protect themselves against the 
attacks of the Oromo. However, the Harari people lived off agriculture and needed to leave 
the city to work on their lands. They started to organise themselves in groups, so that each 
could reach his land safely. It was during those times that the first afocha was erected 
(Interview with a historian, 29-01-2003). 

Abdusamad Idris also explained that three types of afocha were originally established: 
the grand afocha that gave assistance in times of happiness and sorrow, the toya (village) 
afocha that maintained the roads and houses, collected the garbage and regulated the water 
supply in the city, and, finally, the horsi (agricultural) afocha that regulated the water supply 
for the land and divided the yield among the farmers. The general assembly of the afocha 
acted as an important political power and advisor to the emir of Harar (ibid.). 

This political power did not always remain after the fall of the Emirate of Harar in 1887. 
In that year Menelik II conquered the city of Harar and made it part of Ethiopia. During his 
time as Emperor of Ethiopia, Menelik allowed the afocha groups their political influence. 
However, not all leaders were that tolerant. During the regime of Haile Selassie the Harari 
people and their afocha were oppressed. The groups went underground and established the 
political party �Hamlad� that strove for an independent Harari state. The request for 
independence was even put in front of the League of Nations, but denied. As a result Haile 
Selassie imprisoned almost all Harari men and deported the afocha leaders (ibid.). 

The Harari society changed due to the actions of Haile Selassie. Land was taken away 
from the community and people abandoned the city. Those who remained behind were forced 
to become traders in stead of farmers. Both the toya and horsi afocha broke down because of 
these changes. It is said that this caused problems with infrastructure, housing, sanitation, 
pollution, water catchements and the sustainability of the environment. Another result was 
that the afocha groups decided to stay away from politics as much as possible (ibid.). 

It remains unclear to what extent any of these accounts are true. None of the approached 
afocha seemed to have existed for more than four generations. The former existences of the 
toya and horsi afocha also remain unclear. At least these types of afocha were never 
mentioned during the interviews with current leaders48 and members of afocha groups. When 
people did refer to the term toya afocha, they meant that all the members of the group live in 
the same neighbourhood.  
 
The organisational structure of the afocha 
The afocha are organised member groups with monthly meetings and (written) rules and 
regulations on membership, membership contributions and activities. Most groups are run by 
a committee, which consists of several members. The committee keeps a record of the 
members, the received contributions and the assistance given. It also heads the monthly 
meetings, during which the members pay their contributions and are kept informed about the 
activities of the group. More in general, the task of the committee is to lead the afocha 
according to its rules and regulations. 

                                                 
48 In this text �leader of an afocha group� refers to one of the committee members of the group. It does not 
necessarily refer to the chairman. More information on the committee and its members is given under the 
heading �Organisational structure of the afocha�.  
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Each of the approached male afocha is led by a committee that consists of, at least, five 
members � the chairman, vice-chairman, secretary, accountant, and account clerk. Some 
groups, however, have up to ten committee members. Given the duties of the committee, all it 
members need to be able to read and write and need to have some understanding of 
accounting. In practice, most leaders are the well-to-do members of the afocha group. This is 
especially the case for the chairman. One afocha group had elected one of the wealthiest men 
of Harar as its chairman. Due to his business activities, however, the man did not have the 
time to lead the afocha. Instead the vice-chairman took over all his responsibilities. Still, the 
members were proud to say that their afocha was �led� by one of the wealthiest men of Harar. 

The four female afocha did not have committees with several members. Rather, one 
woman ran each group. This woman was expected to manage the group according to its rules 
and regulations. Most of the time, other members assisted her in this task, but when it came to 
important decisions the leader had the last say. In most cases, the other members elected the 
leader. In one group it was simply the eldest woman, who had not been elected. The elected 
women were all quite wealthy and able to read and write. 

In general, it was stated that the leaders or committee members are elected through 
regular election, held every two to three years. In practice, however, regular elections were 
not very common and most leaders had been running their group for over ten years. 
 
Membership 
The afocha is a membership association. Membership of the afocha is not based on class or 
occupation, but one must be a Muslim in order to join (Ahmed 1965: 126). Furthermore, the 
members of one afocha group usually have the same ethnicity, either Oromo or Harari and 
live in the same vicinity. It does occur, however, that people join an afocha whose members 
live mostly in a different neighbourhood. More generally, it can be said that most of one�s 
afocha mates are neighbours, but not all of one�s neighbours are afocha mates (Waldron, 
1975: 168). The approached afocha groups had between 34 and 110 members, with an 
average of 77 members. 

Although membership is optional, many informants emphasised that it is a cultural 
obligation to be a member of an afocha. This is especially the case for men. Often it was said 
that a man without an afocha is not considered a man. In general, a man is expected to join 
the afocha of his father either after the death of his father or after one year of marriage. The 
first year of marriage, so is explained, is for the man to focus on organising his household. 
After that, he should join an afocha, because he is responsible for his wife and children and 
should be able to provide for them. By becoming a member of the afocha, he will be able to 
provide his family with a proper burial ceremony, which is considered to be very important. 
Furthermore, the afocha can assist the family when it is facing a problem. 

Neither the death of one�s father or being married, however, is required for joining an 
afocha. Most groups do not set any conditions for becoming a member. Only one leader 
stated that a man can only become a member when he is able to carry the dead person to the 
graveyard, dig the grave and recite the Holy Quran. 

In order to become a member of a group, one has to request for membership to the 
committee. If the father of the person has not been a member of the group, the committee 
considers his character and history of the person with other groups in order to decide whether 
to grant his request. If the person is accepted, the male afocha sometimes ask for an entrance 
fee. More information on the entrance fee is given in the paragraph on membership 
contribution. 

It is said that women can not become members of male afocha unless their husbands 
have died and the widow continues the membership of her laid husband. In practice however, 
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also unmarried or divorced women were accepted as members in two of the seven male 
groups approached. 

Being a member of a female afocha is not as much a social obligation as being a 
member of a male afocha. This has several reasons. First of all, the women are not held 
responsible for providing their families with proper burial or wedding ceremonies or 
assistance at the time of need. Secondly, the tasks of the male afocha are such that one is also 
able to conduct the ceremonies without the assistance of the female afocha. It was explained 
that the male afocha is an absolute necessity, while the female afocha makes the ceremonies 
nice.  

Since being a member of a female afocha is not a necessity, fewer women join an 
afocha group. This also shows in the fact that there are only eleven female afocha in the entire 
city of Harar. In most groups, women are only allowed to join an afocha when they are 
married. One leader even stated that this rule is imposed by the Shari�a.49 The women usually 
join the afocha of their mother or their mother-in-law. If they choose to join another afocha 
they have to request for membership with the chairman of the group. Men never join a female 
afocha. 

It is said that people are not allowed to change their membership of an afocha group. 
However, five of the sixteen members of male afocha interviewed and two of the eight 
members of female afocha interviewed did change afocha groups during their lifetime. Most 
of the changes occurred because of some conflict. One man explained that his former afocha 
had dissolved because of a major conflict between its members. This left all members in need 
of another afocha. Another informant explained that a group of members, including himself, 
had distinguished themselves from their former afocha, because they suspected the leaders of 
corruption. In reaction, they established their own, new afocha group. Others had left 
different afocha groups because of disagreement with the rules, a conflict over money or 
being dissatisfied with the amount of assistance. 

Of those members interviewed all the men belonged to one afocha only, while eight of 
the eleven women belonged to two afocha � one men and one female afocha. Of the three 
women that were only a member of one afocha, two were a member of a male afocha and one 
of a female afocha. 
 
Box 3.1   Percentage of households connected to an afocha 
It is difficult to give an estimation on the percentage of households in Kebele 02 that are connected to a male or 
female afocha, since recent data on the number of households in the Kebele is not available. Furthermore, not all 
the male afocha in area have been taken into account. However, in order to give some impression a rough 
estimation is made. 
Based on the population census of 1994, it was projected that the total population in Kebele 02 in 2002 would 
amount to 6,629 people (HPNRS 2002: 9). Given the total fertility rate of 3.4 children in the city of Harar 
(HPNRS 2001: 29), one could estimate the average household size on 5.0 people. This would mean that there 
were around 1326 households in Kebele 02 in 2002.  
The seven male afocha have a total of 517 members. Most likely there are two other afocha available in the area. 
Even if those would bring the total amount of members up to 717, it would mean that around 54 percent of all 
households in Kebele 02 are connected to a male afocha. 
The four female afocha have a total of 332 members. Most likely these are all the female afocha available in the 
area. This would mean that around 25 percent of all households in Kebele 02 are connected to female afocha.  
 
Reasons (not) to become a member 
All the approached members of male afocha explained that they had become a member 
�because the group will bury my family, my relatives and me�. Other reasons that were 
mentioned included (in sequence of times mentioned) the assistance at the time of weddings, 

                                                 
49 The Shari�a is the total legal system of the Islam. Al-Qardawi 1999: 735 
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the assistance at the time of illness or other problems, the cultural obligation and the 
possibility to help others. All the approached members of the female afocha mentioned that 
they had become a member because of the assistance the group provides at the time of 
funerals. Other reasons that were mentioned included (in sequence of times mentioned) 
sharing each other�s sorrow and happiness, the assistance at the time of weddings, the 
assistance at the time of illness and other problems and the possibility to help others. Those 
who were a member of both a male and a female afocha explained that they decided to join 
both, because the groups provide different assistance during such occasions as funerals and 
weddings.50 

The only reason that was ever mentioned for not being a member of a male afocha was 
a lack of money to pay the monthly contribution. In case of the female afocha, lack of money 
was also the most important reason for not being a member. Some informants explained that 
they did not join a female afocha, because the family did not have enough money to 
contribute to both a men and a female afocha. Since they considered the male afocha to be 
more important one, they had chosen to become a member of the male afocha only. Another 
reason for women not to become a member was the care for infants or young children. 
Several women mentioned that it was not convenient for them to become a member while 
having infants or young children. One woman explained that being a member means having 
to attend meetings and ceremonies, leaving the children at home. If she would not be able to 
find somebody to watch over her children, she would be forced to stay at home. This often 
has negative consequences, as the group penalises members that do not attend the meeting 
and ceremonies. In general, women believed it was better to join a female afocha if the 
children were older. 

 
Membership contributions 
As has become clear, being a member of an afocha means that one has to pay contributions. 
These contributions can include (monthly) membership contribution as well as an entrance 
fee. The latter, however, is not obliged for all new members. The male afocha only asks an 
entrance fee if the new member is �unknown� to the group, meaning that the parents did not 
belong to the same group. The entrance fee differs between groups, but lies between fifty and 
two hundred birr. Of the four female afocha only one had the same procedure for �unknown� 
new comers, all the other groups accepted new members without any entrance fee. 

Besides a possible entrance fee, the members of the male afocha also have to pay a 
monthly contribution. The amount of this contribution differs between groups, but varies 
between three and five birr per month. Only one female afocha � the same as the one with the 
entrance fee � collected a monthly contribution of two birr from its members. In the other 
female groups, the members are expected to pay a certain amount of money when an occasion 
arises for which the afocha gives assistance, for example funerals, weddings or illness. How 
much a member contributes during these occasions is her own decision and depends on her 
financial capacity. Usually, however, the members are expected to pay around five birr each. 

The female afocha that do not collect a monthly contribution, thus allow their members 
to pay, to a certain extent, according to their capacity. This is more rare within the other 
groups. Five of the eight afocha groups that charge their members a monthly contribution 
allowed some persons to be a member without paying the full amount. In these cases, 
however, the members were exempted from paying any contribution.  

In each of those five groups between six and 27 percent of the members were allowed 
membership without payment. In most cases, these members had been paying the contribution 
in previous times, but became unable to do so due to retirement, unemployment, illness or 
                                                 
50 The differences between the assistance provided by the male and female afocha is discussed under the heading 
�Activities of the afocha�.  
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other problems. Sometimes the members would request the committee to let them continue 
their membership for free, other times the committee itself would notice the problems of the 
member and suggest for the person to stop paying the contribution.  

Only two groups, the Aslagh male afocha and the Jami female afocha, allowed a few 
poor people free membership from the start. This seemed to be a well-kept secret. None of the 
informants that did not belong to an afocha, because they could not afford the membership 
contribution, had ever heard of free memberships. When told that some afocha exempted 
members from paying the contribution, their general reaction was disbelief and they often 
expressed that those people had been lying. The leaders of the two groups explained that they 
did not announce this policy in public, afraid that the group would be showered with requests 
for free membership. Rather, members of the afocha groups would inform a friend, neighbour 
or acquaintance about this possibility if they believed that person was not able to join an 
afocha otherwise. 

 
The activities of the afocha 
The main activity of the afocha is centred on providing assistance to its members at the time 
of funerals, weddings and problems like illness. However, it is not only the member that is 
covered by the assistance. The family (wife or husband and children) and some relatives 
(parents, brothers and sisters) are included in the membership. Furthermore, guests that reside 
in the house of the member are also included. 

Of all activities the assistance for funerals is considered to be the most important. The 
male afocha takes the responsibility of conducting the funeral ceremony according to Islamic 
tradition. This includes washing the body of the deceased, wrapping it in a sheet, digging the 
grave, burying the dead and performing a prayer in the mosque. The money of the 
membership contribution is used to cover all expenses of the funeral. An additional amount is 
presented to the family in order to cover some of the expenses of the three-day long mourning 
ceremony that follows after the funeral. This amount differs per groups, but ranges between 
three- and five hundred birr. All groups, however, distinguish between who died when 
providing the family with some money. Most groups present the most money in case one of 
the family members dies, usually around three hundred birr. Less money is often presented 
when relatives or guests die, around one hundred birr, although some groups only conduct the 
funeral and do not give further financial assistance. Furthermore, most of the groups do not 
present the family any money if a child beneath the age of ten has passed away. It is said that 
according to the Islam a young child should not have a mourning ceremony. In that case, the 
group only conducts the burial ceremony. 

Most members use the money they receive from the group to cover the costs of the three 
day long mourning ceremony. During this time many guests may come to stay at the house of 
the member, who has to provide them with food, drinks and a place to stay. The male afocha 
usually own the materials that are necessary for the mourning place, like a tent, chairs, 
mattresses, cups, dishes and the like. The members are free to use these materials. Some 
members mentioned that they also used the money the afocha presented to organise a 
religious ceremony on the fourth day (after the mourning ceremony) in order to honour the 
deceased.  

While the male afocha is responsible for conducting the funeral, the female afocha take 
the responsibility of conducting the mourning ceremony, they prepare the meals and feed the 
guests. Usually the members of the afocha are divided into three groups, each of which is 
responsible for preparing the food for one day of the mourning. When it is not the turn of a 
member to cook she attends the mourning ceremony and prays for the deceased. This is often 
considered to be at least as important as preparing the meals. Having many guests during the 
mourning time is regarded as a token of respect for and the importance of the deceased. And 
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as the members of the male afocha do not attend the mourning for very long � usually only in 
the early morning or during lunch � it is seen as a task of the female afocha. In addition, the 
female afocha also contributes a certain amount in order to cover some of the expenses of the 
food, firewood, coffee, and the like. This money comes partly from the members, who 
contribute around five birr each, and partly from the assets of the group. Most of the time, the 
amount is sufficient to cover the costs of lunch and diner, while the money of the male afocha 
is used to cover breakfast. How much the afocha presents is not dependant on who died, as is 
the case for the male afocha. The woman afocha with a monthly contribution presents a 
maximum of four hundred birr. How much is given depends on the affluence of the family. 

At the time of weddings, the male afocha give financial as well as material assistance. 
The financial assistance is usually taken from the membership contribution and amounts 
between three- and four hundred birr. In one group, however, this money is not taken from the 
assets of the group, since that money is spent on funerals only. Rather, the members are asked 
to contribute an additional ten birr from their pocket for such an occasion. The material 
assistance means that the member can make use of the materials of the group like the tent and 
chairs. The wedding celebration itself may last as long as one week, although three days is the 
most common. During the celebration the men only attend the last day (the Sunday) to recite 
the Quran and pray for the bride and groom. 

The female afocha do not provide as much labour assistance during weddings as they 
do during funerals. Instead the members of the group perform the traditional music and 
dancing during the celebration. The group receives money from the guests as a token of their 
appreciation for the performance. How much the group receives depends on the affluence of 
the family of the bride and groom. If the family is rich the afocha may collect as much as 
three thousand birr. If the family belongs to the middle class the afocha may collect between 
five- and eight hundred birr and if the family is poor as little as sixty birr may be collected. 
The groups use this money to assist their members at the time of funerals or illness. Some also 
give part of the money to the member who is preparing the wedding. In one groups half of the 
money is given, while another group always presents one hundred birr. One leader of a group 
explained, if some money is left at the end of the year, the afocha distributes it among its 
members. 

All the afocha groups also give assistance at the time of illness or other problems. In 
order to receive such assistance the member has to file a request to the chairman of the group. 
The chairman then discusses the request with the rest of the committee. If there is any doubt 
whether the member really has problems, they pay a visit to his house to estimate the 
situation. However, it was often emphasised that the members of the group know each other 
well and are aware of each other�s (economic) situation. Furthermore, it was mentioned that 
people do not gain anything from misleading the afocha and that people trust each other. 
�False� requests are said hardly to occur. If the request is being granted, the committee tells 
the other members its decision. The male afocha usually present a certain amount of money 
from the saving of the group. This amount differs per group and depends on the severity of 
the problem and the resources of the group. Usually, the committee decides the amount that 
will be presented. Some groups present between fifty and two hundred birr, while others give 
as much as one thousand birr. Two groups mentioned that the afocha itself does not have the 
resources to provide the money; therefore the members contribute a certain amount from their 
pockets in order to assist the person in trouble. This was also the case for all the female 
afocha. 

The groups do not receive many emergency requests. Five out of the eleven groups 
stated that they rarely receive such requests. These leaders did not recall a member asking for 
such assistance during their leadership. In five other groups the committee received about two 
requests a year. Only one leader said he received more that three or four requests a year. This 
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was also the only leader who said that the requests were sometimes denied. This happened 
perhaps twice every two or three years. 

In general, all leaders agreed that the members were often ashamed to ask for additional 
assistance in times of trouble. It was emphasised many times that the culture does not allow 
one to ask for help. It was said that people always try to hide their problems, that they rather 
dress nicely and have an empty stomach than that they have a full stomach and wear old or 
dirty clothes. Only one leader (of a female afocha) said she therefore did not wait for a 
member to file a request, but would take the initiative herself if she knew somebody was 
facing trouble. Another leader (of a male afocha) agreed it would be better not to wait for the 
members to ask for help, but this was not the case in his afocha. He did express the hope to 
receive more requests, because the afocha did have the resources to assist its members. 

Besides the assistance mentioned above, the afocha groups also stated that they provide 
assistance to the government in times of national crisis. Recently, the government had 
approached all the afocha groups in Harar and asked them to contribute money for relief 
activities in the areas affected by drought and famine. All the groups approached contributed 
between five hundred and two thousand birr from their savings. One leader also said that the 
group sometimes presents some money to organisation like the Ethiopian Red Cross Society. 
However, it only did so if the organisation would ask for a contribution. Another leader stated 
that his afocha group had provided labour assistance for the building of a school funded by 
the Ethiopian Social Rehabilitation and Development Fund (ESRDF). In general, however, 
the afocha groups were not often involved in activities outside their objective of providing 
assistance at the time of funerals, weddings and other problems like illness. 

From the above it has become clear that, although the male and female afocha have the 
same objective, they differ in their focus and the assistance they provide to their members. 
The leaders of the male afocha placed more emphasis on the financial assistance as an 
important activity, while the leaders of the female afocha placed more emphasis on sharing 
each other�s sorrow and happiness. The male and female afocha also performed different 
tasks during funeral and wedding ceremonies. In general the differences seem to be the result 
of religious and cultural rules of the society. Traditionally, men have been the providers of the 
family and have had the control over its assets like money, while women have stayed at home 
to take care of the household. Such labour divisions seem to work through the activities of the 
afocha. 
 
In the above the objective, history and the functioning of the afocha have been described. The 
implication this has on the contribution of the groups to poverty reduction is dealt with in 
section 3.3. First, a closer look is taken at the iddir. 
 

3.2   The iddir51 
 
The iddir is the most common indigenous association. It is present throughout Ethiopia, in 
both rural and urban settings. The iddir can be said to be the Christian equivalent of the 
Islamic afocha, or vice versa. However, even though there is a lot of resemblance between the 
iddir and afocha, there is no evidence that one of them has been modelled upon the other. 
As with the afocha, the people have organised themselves in sex-distinct iddir groups. Most 
of there groups are based on locality and comprise people of the same Kebele. In 2003, 95 
iddir were registered at the Justice Bureau of the HPNRS (Interview with the head of the 

                                                 
51 Unless stated otherwise the information in this paragraph has been taken from the interviews with the leaders 
and members of the male and female iddirs approached during the fieldwork. 
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Justice Bureau, 30-01-2003). The actual number of iddirs in Harar, however, should be even 
higher, since not all iddirs are registered. This is especially the case for female iddirs. 
 
The objective of the iddir 
Unlike the different afocha groups, not all iddir groups have the same objective. Although all 
the leaders of the approached iddir groups stated that the objective is to provide assistance to 
its members at the time of funerals, only six out of the fourteen groups included providing 
assistance at the time of weddings. Ten leaders included assistance at the time of problems 
like illness as an objective. Furthermore, one leader of a female iddir said the objective of the 
group included assisting Aids orphans and improving the economic situation of its members. 
As with the afocha, the kind of assistance the iddir provides is laid down in the rules and 
regulations of the group. It includes money, labour and sharing each other�s sorrow and 
happiness. The paragraph on the activities of the iddir will discuss the assistance in greater 
detail. First, a look shall be taken at the history of the iddir. 
 
History 
There are different stories and theories about the origin of the iddir. In none of the theories, 
however, religion plays a central role, as is the case with the afocha. Some scholars suggest 
that the iddir is rural in origin; that it is built on traditional forms of co-operation existing in 
rural areas throughout Ethiopia (Pankhurst 2001: 4). Others suggest that it is essentially an 
urban phenomenon and grew out of the needs of migrants to Addis Ababa. Being away from 
their relatives, the migrants were in need of organising themselves in order to secure 
assistance in times of trouble (ibid. 4) . 

In a paper on iddir, Pankhurst writes that �the existence of lists of members, written 
bylaws, monthly monetary contributions prior to the death of a member, regular meetings, 
differentiated and fixed coverage schemes, and periodically elected executive committee 
members exercising specialised responsibilities, fines for non attendance, equipment held by 
the group, etc suggest that the iddir emerged in a context of urbanisation, monetisation, and 
literacy� (ibid. 5). He also states that the term iddir is not mentioned in the late 19th century 
Amharic dictionaries in the sense of an organisation, but as �custom, usage�. He therefore 
claims that it is most likely that iddirs arose in Addis Ababa in the beginning of the 20th 
century (ibid. 7-8), 

Several authors suggest that due to the Italian occupation of Ethiopia, iddirs became 
more important and available also outside Addis Ababa. Because of the Italian war, people 
fled from the rural areas to the towns. This resulted in accelerated urbanisation. Furthermore, 
many people were killed in battle, away from their families, leaving them with nobody to 
bury them. This led to the creation of more iddir groups, also outside the capital (ibid. 5). 

At the present day iddir groups can be found in both urban and rural areas. According to 
Pankhurst �(t)he spread of iddirs has been extremely rapid and is a sign of the rapid 
penetration of the monetary economy and a testimony to the adoption of values relating to 
modernity, such as the spread of literacy, democratic procedures, accountable leadership, and 
financial transparency� (ibid. 9). 

The relationship between the state and the iddirs has changed throughout history. In the 
late 1950s and early 1960s, the iddirs were closely involved in politics, serving as platforms 
for parliamentary candidates during elections and collaborating with the Ministry of National 
Community Development. Their political activities diminished after a ban on associations due 
to an attempted coup against Haile Selassie in 1966. This continued throughout the Derg52 

                                                 
52 The military Derg regime came to power through the revolution of 1974. In 1977, Lieutenant Colonel 
Mengistu Haile Mariam of the third division in Harar emerged as the undisputed leader of the Derg regime. The 
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regime. During this regime, the iddirs were largely marginalised and exploited for 
government purposes. Property belonging to iddir groups was often confiscated. As a result 
the iddir tended to revert to their burial functions as a strategy to avoid interference by the 
government (Pankhurst 2001: 10-11). 

Since the fall of the Derg regime in 1992, the new government of the Ethiopian 
People�s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) has shown renewed interest in the iddirs. 
There is a sense that iddirs can fulfil a role in the development process of Ethiopia, especially 
regarding those issues that require full popular participation like the Aids epidemic (ibid. 12). 
 
The organisational structure of the iddir 
As has also been mentioned above, iddirs are much organised groups with lists of members, 
(written) rules and regulations, monthly monetary contributions, regular meetings, 
differentiated and fixed assistance, periodically elected committee members, etc. These 
elected committee members run the iddir according to its rules and regulations and are 
responsible for taking all decisions regarding the functioning of the group. Most committees 
have four members: a chairman, secretary, accountant and account clerk. Usually, the 
members do not get paid for their work. One male iddir, however, paid five birr per month to 
all committee members, while another one paid the secretary and the guard53 fifty birr per 
month. 
 All iddir groups, both the men and the women, have a committee of several members. 
The female iddirs differ in this aspect from the female afocha, which are usually run by one 
woman. As the committee is responsible for recording the list of members, the received 
contributions and the paid assistance, all committee members should be able to read and write 
and have some understanding of accounting. As a result, the committees are mostly made up 
out of the educated and well-off members of the iddir. This is the case for both the male and 
female groups. One female iddir, however, elected a man as the chairman of the committee. 
He is the husband of one of the members and was invited to manage the iddir, because the 
women felt they do not have the capacities to run the iddir themselves. 
 
Membership 
The iddir is a membership association. Membership of the iddir is not based on class, 
occupation or religion. Most of the time, however, the members of one group follow the same 
religion, Ethiopian Orthodox. Only one leader stated that his group included Muslims, 
Orthodox and Catholics. In most cases, the members of one group also belong to the same 
ethnicity, being Amhara. A further characteristic is that most members live in the same 
neighbourhood or Kebele, although the rule of the afocha also applies here; most of one�s 
iddir mates are neighbours, but not all of one�s neighbours are iddir mates.  

The approached male iddir had between 82 and 560 members, with an average of 264, 
while the female iddirs had between 22 and 93 members, with an average of sixty members. 
This great difference in membership size between male and female groups was not observed 
for the afocha. 

As with the afocha, it is emphasised many times that it an obligation for a man to join 
an iddir after his first year of marriage. He holds the responsibility of providing for his family 
and should be able to give them a proper burial and wedding ceremony. As one informant 
explained, �our culture obliges us to have an expensive funeral, which is difficult to perform if 

                                                                                                                                                         
communistic Derg regime executed a dictatorial regime until 1991, when it was forced by the American 
government to hand over power to the EPRDF. Van Beurden 1994: 16-20 
53 The guard is the person who watches over the assets � such as the tent, chairs, dishes � of the iddir. These 
assets are usually stored in a special room or in somebody�s house. 



�It�s like carrying a heavy box with many people.�  60 

you do not get any assistance. A man should therefore join an iddir�. In general, a man is 
expected to join the iddir of his farther after his first year of marriage.  

In order to become a member of an iddir, one has to file a request with the committee. 
Marriage is often said to be a requirement, but an unmarried man is also allowed to join if his 
father has passed away. If one�s father did not belong to the iddir group one is applying for, 
the committee also considers the character and possible history of the new-comer. If the 
person is accepted he is asked to pay an entrance fee. In case the father did belong to the same 
group one does not have to pay an entrance fee. Women have the possibility to continue the 
membership of their late husband or father (if the mother has already passed away), but can 
never become a member in their own name. 

Being a member of a female iddir is also seen as an obligation, although to a lesser 
extent when compared to the men. This is because women are not responsible for providing 
the family members with a proper burial and wedding ceremony. Furthermore, the tasks of the 
male iddir are such that one would also be able to conduct the ceremonies without the 
assistance of the female iddir. Still, several women mentioned that �unless I participate in the 
[female] iddir, no one will look at me when I am preparing a funeral or wedding�, meaning 
that only a few guests will attend the ceremony. This is considered to be shameful. 

Most women join the iddir of their mother. It is said that women are only allowed to 
become a member after their marriage. However, one iddir also accepted unmarried women 
as members. Another iddir group had also accepted a divorced man as their member, who had 
requested to become a member. The man paid the membership contribution, but did not 
participate in the activities of the group. 

It was never mentioned that people are not allowed to change their membership of an 
iddir. Still, only five out of the 36 approached members switched between different groups at 
one point in their life. Three of them switched to a recently established iddir, because this 
group is believed to provide a lot of assistance and has activities concerned with HIV/Aids 
and orphans. The other two explained they were in need of a new group after their former 
iddirs had dissolved due to internal conflict.  

Of the iddir members interviewed nineteen belonged to one iddir group, seventeen 
belonged to two groups, two belonged to three groups and one women even belonged to eight 
iddir groups. Of the sixteen women who only belonged to one iddir group, twelve were 
members of a male iddir, while four were members of a female iddir. This seems to confirm 
that people believed the male iddir to be the most important one of the two. 
 
Box 3.2   Percentage of households connected to an iddir. 
According to the records of the Kebele 12 government office, there are 1,473 houses in the area.  If one takes 
one house for one household, this would mean that there are around 1,473 households in Kebele 12 in 2003.  
The four male iddirs located in the area had a total of 1,237 members. However, one group said its members 
were located in Kebele 11, 12 and 13. The group had a total of 560 members. For the moment it is assumed that 
two hundred of those live in Kebele 12. This would bring the total amount of members to 877. Given this 
estimation, around sixty percent of all households in Kebele 12 are connected to a male iddir. 
The eight female iddirs located in the area had a total of 505 members. Most likely these were all the female 
iddir available in the area. This would mean that more than one-third of all households in Kebele 12 are 
connected to a female iddir. 
 
Reasons (not) to become a member 
All the approached members of male iddirs explained that they had became a member 
because the group assists them when somebody of their family or relatives dies and give them 
a proper burial. As one member explained �nobody can accomplish a funeral ceremony or 
cover its costs by himself. Now that I am a member, the iddir will conduct the funeral and pay 
for the expenses�. Other reasons for joining an iddir included (in order of times mentioned) to 
strengthen one�s social life, to assist others, to obtain assistance at the time of weddings, to 
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obtain assistance for the memorial ceremony held forty days after the funeral, and to save 
money. 

The members of the female iddirs all mentioned that they became a member in order to 
receive assistance from the group at the time of a funeral. Many women also explained that 
they joined the iddir group in order to share their sorrow and happiness with the other women 
and to strengthen their social life. Women that were a member of both a men and a female 
iddir explained that it is important to have a female iddir besides a male iddir, because the 
male iddir only accomplished the funeral, while the female iddir prepares the food for the 
guests, spends time with you and shares your sorrow.  

People that did not belong to any iddir explained most of the time that they did not have 
the money to pay for the entrance fee and membership contribution. Only twice another 
reason was presented. One woman said that she had nobody that could take care of her 
children if she needed to attend a meeting or ceremony of the iddir. She therefore felt it was 
not yet convenient for her to join an iddir. A man explained that he did not belong to an iddir, 
because he did not have a family of his own for which he was responsible. 
 
Membership contributions 
Being a member of an iddir means that one has to pay the membership contributions. 
Furthermore, iddirs charge an entrance fee for those who want to start joining the group. 
However, this is only the case if the parents of the new member did not belong to the same 
group. The entrance fee of the male iddirs varies between eighty and 150 birr, while the fee 
for joining a female iddir ranges between twenty and ninety birr. 

Besides a possible entrance fee, the members of both male and female iddirs also have 
to pay a monthly contribution. The female iddirs differ in this aspect from the female afocha, 
that mostly have the system of paying a certain amount of money at the time of a funeral, 
wedding or the like. The amount of the iddir membership contribution differs between 
groups, but varies between two and eight birr per month. The membership contribution of the 
female iddirs is, with an average of 3.33 birr, lower than that of the male iddirs, which is, on 
average, 5.02 birr. 

None of the male iddirs allowed anybody to become or stay a member without paying 
the contribution, even if that person had been a member for a long time. Some of the leaders 
explained that almost all the persons in the area were poor and had difficulties paying the 
contribution. It was therefore extremely difficult to start making exceptions. As one leader 
explained, �If we make an exception for one, we should make an exception for all�. Only one 
group had reduced the contribution for some of its members from 5.10 to four birr per month. 
In all other cases the rule applied that if one does not pay, he will be expelled from the iddir. 

Of the nine female iddirs, three would exempt some members from paying the entrance 
fee and/or monthly contribution. However, only a few women benefited from this rule. The 
first group exempted three out of 35 members, the second group two out of fifty and the last 
group one out of 93. The first two groups allowed the women not to pay anything from the 
beginning on, while the third group had exempted a woman that had been a member for a 
long time, but had become unable to pay the membership recently. 

In all case, the committee members of the iddir had approached the women and 
presented them the possibility to join the iddir for free. The iddirs never received any requests 
on this matter. This could be explained by the fact that the practice of allowing persons free 
membership is a well-kept secret, as is also the case with the afocha. None of the persons 
outside these three iddir groups had ever heard of such a rule. The leaders explained that they 
tried to keep it a secret as much as possible, since there were too many poor persons living in 
the area to let them all join without payment. 
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The activities of the iddir 
The main activity of the iddirs is to provide assistance to its members. Not all groups, 
however, provide assistance during the same occasions. Some groups give assistance to their 
members at the time of funerals, weddings, illness and emergencies, while other groups only 
give assistance for funerals. The one thing that all groups have in common is that they assist 
their members during the death of a family member of relative. 

During those occasions, the male iddirs take the responsibility of conducting the funeral 
ceremony according to the religion of the deceased, usually Ethiopian Orthodox. This 
includes washing and dressing the deceased, preparing the coffin, digging the grave, burying 
the dead and attending the prayer ceremony in church. The male iddirs also possess the 
materials necessary for the mourning ceremony, like the tent, chairs, dishes, etc. In contrast to 
the male afocha, the male iddir also provide (labour) assistance during the three-day long 
mourning ceremony. In most iddir groups, the members are divided into groups, each of 
which performs specific duties during a funeral. Some conduct the funeral, while others set up 
the tent, prepare coffee or fetch water for the mourning ceremony. The women prepare food 
and coffee, while the men fetch water and cut firewood. The male iddir also assist its member 
in preparing the memorial ceremony for the deceased; held forty days after the funeral. It puts 
the tent and other materials at the disposal of the member, attend the ceremony and provide 
labour assistance. 

Besides conducting the funeral and helping during the mourning and memorial 
ceremonies, the male iddir also covers the costs of the funeral and present some additional 
money to the member or his family. Although strictly speaking one is free to spend the money 
as he likes, it is always stated that the money is meant for covering (part of) the expenses of 
the three-day mourning ceremony and of the memorial ceremony.  

The amount one receives depends on who has died and also differs between the iddir 
groups. All groups pay the highest amount in case the member or his wife dies. This amount 
ranges between four- and eight hundred birr. Concerning other family members and relatives, 
each group seems to have its own rules for dividing people into categories and deciding on the 
amount of assistance. Some differentiate between children below and above the age of six, 
while another group differentiates between sons and daughters with and without a job. In 
general, the members receive between eighty and six hundred birr for the death of a child. For 
the death of a relative (parents, brothers and sisters), the members receive between seventy 
and four hundred birr. When a guest dies during his stay at the member�s house, the member 
receives between fifty and 150 birr. All groups also take into account whether the family 
member or relative has died in Harar or outside the city. If the person was living somewhere 
else during the time of his death it is called merdo. During such occasions the iddirs present 
between eighty and two hundred birr, regardless of the relation of the deceased to the 
member.  

The female iddirs take the responsibility for conducting the mourning ceremony. This 
includes preparing the meals during the three days of the mourning, making coffee and 
serving the guests. In all female iddirs the women are divided into three groups. Each group 
has the responsibility for one day of the mourning ceremony. It is an obligation of the 
member to perform these tasks. If one can not be present when her turn comes up, she should 
hire a maid to do the work for her. When a member has no duties, she is expected to attend 
the mourning ceremony. Besides the labour assistance, some female iddirs also give material 
assistance. If groups possess materials, like cups, dishes, mattresses and the like, they are put 
at the disposal of the members. 

In addition to the material and labour assistance, the female iddirs also give financial 
assistance in order to cover the costs of the food prepared during the mourning ceremony. 
Five out of the nine groups present the member with money, while the other four present the 
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food itself. The amount of money does not depend on who has died. Rather, it depends on 
whether the deceased lived in Harar or somewhere else. In general, the amount presented 
varies between 85 and 230 birr. In case the death is merdo, three groups present the member 
with fifty or sixty birr in order to travel to the mourning ceremony outside of town. The other 
groups do not give anything. 

At the time of weddings, four out of the five male iddirs only provide material 
assistance, in the sense of putting the tent, chairs, etc. at the disposal of the member. Only one 
group asks its members to contribute some money from their pockets in order to assist the 
member who is preparing the wedding. How much the members give is up to them to decide, 
but the chairman said everybody usually gives between ten and fifteen birr. Of the nine 
female iddirs, two present the member some money at the time of a wedding. In these cases, 
the members contribute three, respectively five birr from their own pockets. One group has 
the rule that a member can request financial assistance for a wedding if she was in need of it. 
When this happens all members are expected to contribute two birr from their pockets. The 
female iddirs always provide labour assistance during weddings. 

In contrast to the afocha, not all the approached iddirs provide assistance at the time of 
illness or other problems. Of the five male iddirs and nine female iddirs, respectively three 
and seven groups provided assistance during those times. In order to receive such assistance 
the member has to file a request to the committee. The committee then looks into the request 
and decides whether it is genuine. In some groups, the other members also have a say in 
whether the request should be granted, but it is always the committee that makes the final 
decision. The committee announces its decision during the monthly gathering of the group. 
One leader stated that the members do not need to file a request to receive such assistance. 
She explained that the iddir will notice if somebody faces a severe problem and give 
assistance voluntarily.  

The money for such assistance is usually not taken from the savings of the group. In 
seven iddirs, the money presented to the one facing a problem comes from the pockets of the 
members. How much they (are asked to) contribute depends on the problem the member faces 
as well as on their own capacity. In general, between fifty cents and ten birr is presented, 
although between two and five birr is the most common. One leader mentioned that the iddir 
pays for the assistance itself if it has the money. Another leader said that the assistance would 
come from both the members and the iddir. Only one group always presented fifty birr from 
the assets of the iddir.  

The iddirs do not receive a lot of requests for assistance during illness or emergencies. 
Four out of the ten groups even stated that, although such assistance was included in the rules 
and regulations, it had never occurred during the existence of iddir group. One group had 
received five requests in sixteen years and the other five mentioned that they received around 
one or two requests a year. So far it had never happened that the committee had turned down 
a request for assistance. The fact that the iddirs receive few requests, even though many of 
their members are poor and face many problems, can be explained, paradoxically enough, by 
the fact that many members are poor. The leader of one iddir explained that the people are 
aware that the iddir and the other members have just as little money as they do, they will 
therefore only ask assistance if the problem is extremely serious, perhaps even a matter of life 
and death. 

Besides the assistance mentioned above, some of the iddir groups are also involved in 
other activities. Four male iddirs stated that the group maintains the roads in the area, 
especially after heavy rains. Three male iddirs and one female iddir explained that the 
government had approached them during the recent drought and asked them to contribute 
money for relief activities. The groups had collected money from their own assets as well as 
from their members and presented it to the government. The reason why not all the iddirs 
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were approached may have to do with the fact that not all iddirs are registered at the Justice 
Bureau of the government. Two female iddirs mentioned that they were involved in activities 
related to HIV/Aids. One group took care of Aids patients, while the other one provided some 
financial assistance to families raising Aids orphans. Two male iddirs as well as two female 
iddirs spoke out the hope for starting income-generating projects that would improve the 
income of its members and increase the resources of the iddir in order to provide more 
assistance for its members. Three of them had already presented project proposals to some 
NGO�s and/or government offices. However, none of them had received any answer so far. 
Some of the leaders and members of those groups felt that their requests had been ignored 
because they are not Harari. 

From the above it has become clear that the afocha and iddirs share many similarities, 
but also differs in some aspects. Furthermore, there are some differences between the men and 
the female iddirs. In general, the male iddirs provide more financial assistance, while the 
female iddirs provide more labour assistance. Sharing each other�s sorrow and happiness is 
also seen as a more important aspect of the female iddir than of the male iddir. The 
differences between both groups seem to be the result of cultural rules in the society. 
Traditionally, men have been the providers of the family and have had the control over its 
assets like money, while women have stayed at home and have taken care of the household. 
Such labour divisions seem to work through in the objectives of the afocha. 
In the above the objective, history and the functioning of the iddir have been described. Next, 
a look is taken at the implication this has on the contribution of the groups to poverty 
reduction. 
 

3.3   The contribution to poverty reduction 
 
In order to answer the central research question �To what extent do the indigenous social 
security systems, present in the city of Harar, contribute to poverty reduction?�, it is necessary 
to establish to what extent the systems comply with the criteria for poverty reduction. In 
chapter one, it was recognised that the criteria relevant for this study include �reaching the 
poor� and �tackling the most urgent needs and problems of the poor�. This section, therefore, 
looks into the extent to which the afocha and iddir groups reach the poor and tackle their most 
urgent needs and problems. As these systems show many similarities, they are analysed 
together; first with relation to the criterion of reaching the poor, then with relation to tackling 
the most urgent needs and problems and thirdly with relation to tackling the causes of 
poverty. In addition, some comments are made on the opinions of people regarding the effects 
of the systems on the(ir) poverty situation. 
 
Reaching the poor 
From the descriptions of the afocha and iddir, it becomes clear that the objectives of the 
afocha and iddir are not directly related to assisting the poor, or overcoming poverty. Rather, 
the systems aim at assisting the people at the times of funerals and, in lesser extent, weddings, 
illness and other problems. As a result, the afocha and iddir groups could reach their 
objectives without giving one cent to the poor. However, this does not mean that they do not 
reach the poor.  

In order to establish if the afocha and iddir manage to reach the poor and why (not), 
more information is needed than to simply look at who receives assistance. As was concluded 
in chapter one, it is also important to look at the perceptions of poverty of the leaders and 
distributors of the systems and at the conditions set by these systems for receiving the 
assistance. Here, the perceptions of the leaders and distributors � the committee members � 
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are discussed first, followed by the conditions for receiving the assistance. Finally, it is 
described who, then, actually receive assistance. 

As became clear in chapter two, the people in Harar usually associate poverty with 
insufficient income and a lack of basic needs, such as food, (drinking) water, clothes, shelter, 
health care and education. Furthermore, they often made a distinction between the poorest of 
the poor, who lack the basic needs and are dependent on other people�s good-will for their 
living, and the poor, who also lack the basic needs, but have some income to support 
themselves. 

The committee members of the afocha and iddir groups seem to have the same 
understanding of poverty common in Harar. During the interviews with these committee 
members an image of the poor was put forward as those people that do not earn enough 
money to supply their families with sufficient food, safe drinking water or clothes and who 
are unable to send their children to school or go to a hospital when ill. It was further explained 
that most of them have a low level of education and try to make a living by doing all sorts of 
(irregular) jobs, such as collecting firewood or working at construction sites. The women 
regularly added that widows and women with a lot of children often belong to the poor.  

Given the fact that the persons responsible for executing the systems seem to have a 
good � or at least a widely accepted � understanding of poverty, one could expect that the 
afocha and iddir groups are able to reach the poor. However, the rules and regulations of the 
different systems also influence this. 

One important aspect that can influence to a great extent whether the poor are reached, 
is the conditions made for receiving the assistance. In case of the afocha and iddir, two 
conditions are made. First of all, one has to be a member in order to receive the assistance 
and, secondly, one (usually) has to ask for it.  

The first condition does not have to be a great obstacle for reaching the poor, as long as 
the conditions for becoming and/or staying a member are favourable. However, this is not the 
case. In order to become and stay a member of an afocha or iddir, one has to pay several 
contributions. First of all, most groups ask an entrance fee if the parents of a person applying 
for membership did not belong to the afocha or iddir group. This fee can go up to two 
hundred birr. As a result, persons coming from a poor family, where there has never been 
money to join an afocha or iddir, are negatively affected. Even if they can afford the monthly 
membership contribution, it may be difficult for them to save a larger amount of money in 
order to pay the entrance fee. The groups that do not ask an entrance fee, therefore, have 
better possibilities of reaching the poor. 

Secondly, all groups ask contributions of the people once they have become a member. 
In most groups, members pay a monthly contribution of, on average, four birr. In some female 
afocha, however, the members pay a certain amount when an occasion arises for which the 
afocha provides assistance. It is difficult to estimate which strategy is more favourable for the 
poor. Having occasional contributions may, on the one hand, mean that months can go by 
without having to pay anything to the afocha. On the other hand, it makes it difficult for the 
members to calculate if and how much they should put aside for the contributions. 
Furthermore, it may occur that several contributions have to be made within a short period. 
This gives more insecurity for the members. However, eight iddir and afocha groups with 
monthly contributions, also ask additional contributions from their members when certain 
occasion arise. In general, groups with low contributions are the most favourable for the poor. 

Even more favourable for the poor are the eight groups that exempt (a few) poor 
members from paying the contributions. However, due to limited resources of the groups, 
only 64 of the 601 members benefit from this rule. Furthermore, in most cases these persons 
were only exempted after having paid the membership contributions for many years. The four 
groups that allow persons to join the afocha or iddir for free from the start, have managed to 
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keep this rule a well-kept secret. Therefore, only those poor persons who have close (social) 
contacts to the members and leaders of these groups were able to benefit. 

Besides being a member, a second condition for receiving the assistance of the afocha 
or iddir is that one (usually) has to ask for it. When it concerns the assistance for conducting a 
funeral, the members do not regard this as a problem. They explained that it is the task of the 
afocha or iddir to assist them at that time and that they are entitled to this assistance because 
they pay for it. Furthermore, it was said that one does not really have to ask for it. If 
somebody in your family has died, you only have to inform the chairman of your afocha and 
iddir. He will make sure that you receive the assistance. Most of the time, this is also the case 
for the assistance for weddings. In one iddir group, however, members would only receive 
this assistance if they requested it. The leader explained that not many members did this, 
because they felt ashamed to admit that they are not able to pay for the wedding themselves. 

The above reason can also be seen as an explanation why the afocha and iddir groups 
that give assistance for illness and other problems receive few requests for such assistance. 
Leaders and members alike expressed that it is considered to be shameful to ask for help. 
Furthermore, many people felt that the money of the afocha or iddir is not really meant for 
such assistance, even if it is stated in the regulations of the group. Members that ask for this 
assistance are, therefore, believed to weaken the resources of the group for providing the 
�regular� assistance. When the money for the �emergency� assistance is not taken from the 
savings of the group, but from the members, another problem arises. Informants explained 
that, in that case, one only gives trouble to the other members, because they have to pay 
money from their pockets to solve your problem. 

In general, the fact that asking for assistance is looked down upon results in few 
members doing so. This has particular negative affects for the poor members, as they are in 
more need of the assistance for illness and other problems. However, only two leaders 
expressed that they did not wait for their members to file a request for assistance, if they knew 
one was facing an emergency. As a result, they provided such assistance more often. It is 
more likely, therefore, that the assistance of these two groups reaches the members and, 
thereby, the poor. 

Looking at who actually receives assistance, it is confirmed that only members receive 
assistance. However, even though the conditions for becoming a member are not particularly 
favourable for the poor, quite a few of these members are poor. This is especially the case for 
the iddir members located in Kebele 12. As almost all inhabitants on this neighbourhood are 
poor, so are the members of the iddir groups. However, also the afocha groups have quite a 
few poor members.  

How many poor these systems reach is difficult to estimate. Of the 62 poor informants, 
27 belonged to either an afocha or an iddir. Still, this may not be a good indication of the 
percentage of poor persons connected to these systems, as the informants were not all selected 
randomly. Efforts were made to include poor informants who are a member of an afocha or 
iddir. Of the 44 random selected poor informants, nine belonged to one of the two systems. 
This may be a better indication. In both cases, however, the majority of the poor is not 
reached. Furthermore, as being a member of an afocha or iddir is regarded as very important, 
all who can afford it will join one. Therefore, only (the poorest of) the poor do not have an 
afocha or iddir.  

From the above it has become clear that the committee members of the afocha an iddir 
groups have a clear understanding of who are the poor. In theory, this is favourable for 
reaching the poor. The conditions for receiving the assistance, however, are less favourable. 
Still, quite a few poor persons are a member of an afocha or iddir and receive assistance from 
them. The next paragraph discusses whether the systems tackle the most urgent needs and 
problems of the poor. 
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Tackling the most urgent needs and problems of the poor 
As was established in chapter one, tackling the most urgent needs and problems of the poor is 
one of the criteria for poverty reduction. In order to find out to which extent the afocha and 
iddir tackle these needs and problems, it was established what the committee members regard 
these to be. Furthermore, a look is taken at the needs and problems for which these systems 
give assistance, at the conditions made for the use of the assistance and at the actual use of the 
money by the members. In addition, the most urgent needs and problems of the poor who are 
connected to an afocha or iddir and of those who are not, are compared. 

Chapter two showed that the poor consider (a lack of) work/income, food, health care, 
shelter, and water to be their most urgent needs and problems. The committee members of the 
systems generally hold the same view. They expressed that unemployment and insufficient 
income are two of the most urgent problems of the poor, because it prohibits them to obtain 
the basic needs for living. Following, a lack of food and health care were also seen as two of 
the most urgent problems. Several leaders also stated that inadequate shelter is an urgent 
problem of the poor. The leaders recognised that, even though a lack of (drinking) water and 
sanitation affect the whole community, these problems are more severe for the poor, because 
they do not have the means to buy drinking water and live in areas where the sanitation 
problem is worse. As a result, the poor face greater health risks. Therefore, drinking water and 
sanitation were regarded as urgent needs of the poor. 

However, at some points the opinions of the committee members differ from that of the 
poor. Education, for example, received the twelfth rank from the poor, but was regarded as an 
urgent need of the poor by the committee members. They explained that without it, the poor 
will never be able to find a good and secure job. Furthermore, a loan and electricity were 
hardly ever viewed as urgent needs of the poor, while these received the seventh and eighth 
rank, respectively. Especially electricity was seen as a luxury product for which the poor do 
not have much use, because they do not have the money to buy electric devices. 

Despite these differences, the committee members of the afocha and iddir groups seem 
to have quite a clear understanding of the most urgent needs and problems of the poor. 
However, their systems hardly give assistance for them. The afocha and iddir systems are 
mainly focussed on providing assistance for conducting funerals and weddings. Most groups 
also have the rule that their members can request assistance during illness or other problems, 
such as broken or burnt down shelters and shops, clothing and food problems. Such 
assistance, thus, tackles some of the (most) urgent needs of the poor directly. However, it is 
not provided very often and if it is provided, it is mostly for health care. Four iddir groups 
hoped to start income-generating activities to increase both the income of its members and the 
resources of the group. If this works out, the groups may also tackle the need for work and 
income. So far, however, this is not the case. 

The assistance for funerals and weddings, thus, does not tackle the most urgent needs 
and problems directly. However, it is still possible that this assistance makes an indirect 
contribution to obtaining such needs. This is the case when the members would have spent 
money of these occasions anyway. Then, the money saved can be spent on the most urgent 
needs. However, many members explained that if they would not receive money from the 
afocha or iddir for funerals and weddings, they would not conduct them. Furthermore, those 
informants that do not belong to one of these systems confirmed that they do not organise 
funerals and weddings. They explained that, as these ceremonies are very expensive, no-one 
can conduct them without the help of an afocha or iddir. In theory, therefore, this assistance 
also does not tackle the most urgent needs and problems. 

Whether or not the different assistance from the two systems handles these needs and 
problems in practice, depends on the conditions for the use of the assistance, as well as on the 
actual use. In general, the afocha and iddir groups do not set conditions for the use of the 
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funeral and wedding assistance; it can be spent according to the will of the members. The 
only condition made by the afocha groups is that it should not be spent on things forbidden by 
Islam, such as pork meat or alcohol. However, several leaders emphasised that the assistance 
is meant for covering (part of) the expenses of funerals and weddings. To put it mildly, the 
members are at least expected to use the assistance for this purpose. In case a member has 
requested assistance for health care or the like, all groups set the conditions that it should be 
spend accordingly. What happens if a member does not follow the rules is not set. All leaders 
expressed that it has never happened so far. In case it does, the member has at least to pay 
back the money, although some leaders said the member would be penalised or even expelled 
from the group. 

Given the expectations and conditions of the afocha and iddir groups on the use of the 
money, it is not very surprising that almost all members use the assistance for its original 
purpose. Concerning the assistance for funerals, all informants explained that they had used 
(part of) the money for food and drinks for the guests attending the mourning ceremony and 
for firewood. The Orthodox informants added that they had also used the money to buy the 
coffin. In addition, ten informants had bought clothes for the deceased, or black clothes for 
themselves. Others had also paid the (additional) memorial ceremony from the money of the 
afocha or iddir. Only three informants explained that they had saved some of the money to 
buy food or household materials for own consumption. The (financial) assistance for 
weddings was mostly spend on food and drinks for the guests attending the ceremony, 
although two informants had used it to buy new clothes for the occasion. The assistance for 
illness or other problems was always used accordingly. 

The above makes clear that part of the assistance provided by the afocha and iddir 
groups is used for some of the most urgent needs of the poor. This is the case with the 
assistance for illness and other problems and if members save some of the money for funerals 
and weddings for home consumption. The (most urgent) needs addressed include food, health 
care, shelter and clothes. Here, a look is taken whether the poor who are a member of one of 
these systems regard these needs as less urgent than those who are not.54 Table 3.1 presents 
the ranking results for these needs from both the members and the non-members. 
 
Table 3.1   The most urgent needs/problems of (non)members 
 
 Members Others 
Need/problem Rank Rank 
Food 3 3 
Health care 4 4 
Shelter 5 2 
Clothes 11 10 
Afocha/Iddir  7 
 

From the ranking exercises conducted with both groups, it became clear that (a lack of) 
food, health care and shelter are some of the most urgent needs/problems for both groups � 
although the non-members ranked shelter a bit higher than the members. Furthermore, both 
groups did not regard clothes as an urgent need. In general, it seems that the members do not 
(significantly) consider any of these needs to be less urgent. However, these figures do not 
indicate whether the problems regarding these basic needs are perhaps less severe for the 
members than for the others. 

                                                 
54 It should be kept in mind that if there are difference, it is not proven that these occur because of a difference in 
membership. However, if there are no differences, it can be seen as an indication that the systems do not 
significantly tackle the most urgent needs of the poor. 
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Only one clear difference occurs between the members and non-members. Forty percent 
of the informants that did not belong to any of the two systems expressed that one of their 
most urgent needs is an afocha or iddir. All expressed that an afocha or iddir is important, 
because it gives you and your family a proper funeral. Some informants stated that it is very 
shameful for the family when the hearse of the municipality is seen in front of your door to 
collect the deceased. The whole neighbourhood would know that you can not provide a 
proper burial for your family. In addition, some stated that these groups are important, 
because they will also help you to prepare a wedding or to get medical care. Naturally, the 
members of the afocha or iddir groups did not have this problem. 
 
The above two paragraph have tried to analyse the extent to which the afocha and iddir 
systems reach the poor and tackle their most urgent needs and problems. This was done in 
order to indicate the contributions of these systems to poverty reduction. Although the extent 
to which the systems tackle the causes of poverty is not decisive in the analysis, this criterion 
should not be left out. Therefore, some comments will be made here. 
 
Tackling the causes of poverty 
During the research, the poor informants mentioned several causes of poverty. These included 
unemployment � due to the fall of the Derg regime, a lack of education, discrimination and 
nepotism � the death of a family member, a high fertility rate, traditional farming, and cultural 
traditions. 

In general, the afocha and iddir systems are not focused on tackling any of these causes 
of poverty. They are not established to create employment opportunities for their members, 
maintain the income of a family after the death of a family member55, conduct family 
planning, modernise agriculture or alter cultural traditions. However, they do influence some 
of these causes.  

First of all, in some groups, the members can request assistance for different needs, such 
as food, health care and education. The assistance for education can create future employment 
opportunities and, thus, tackle one of the causes of poverty. However, such assistance is very 
rare and not structurally provided. It can, therefore, not be concluded that the afocha and iddir 
significantly tackle this cause of unemployment and poverty. 

Secondly, the afocha and iddir systems influence the thinking about cultural traditions 
and social obligations. Several poor informants explained that expensive traditions such as 
funerals and weddings can cause people to fall into poverty. Because they want to live up to 
the expectations and rules of the community, people may spend all they have or contract debts 
in order to prepare a good ceremony. As the afocha and iddir systems are directly involved in 
these traditions, they are in a good position to tackle these causes of poverty. 

However, these systems are not focused on altering the cultural traditions, but on 
preserving them. A few informants expressed that the systems put a lot of emphasis on the 
importance of these occasions and of performing them in the manner the culture prescribes. 
Therefore, it may be that these systems even reinforce this cause of poverty instead of 
tackling it. 

In conclusion, the afocha and iddir systems do not seem to tackle any of the mentioned 
causes of poverty. Furthermore, with relation to the cause of poverty that they could influence 
best, namely the cultural traditions, these systems seem to have a negative rather than a 
positive impact. 
                                                 
55 Although the systems are to a certain extent involved when a family member dies, this involvement remains 
with conducting the funeral and memorial ceremony. After these ceremonies, the systems do not assist the 
family of the deceased when it is left without an income nor do they assist relatives that have to take care of 
orphans. 
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Now that the different criteria of poverty reduction have been discussed, some conclusions 
can be made regarding the extent to which the afocha and iddir systems contribute to poverty 
reduction. Before these are made, however, it is interesting to note what the members regard 
the effects of these systems to be. These opinions are described in the next paragraph. 
 
Opinions on the effects of the afocha and iddir 
Both the afocha and the iddir are considered to be very important systems in the community. 
Some informants expressed that the afocha and iddir equal life and that nothing is possible 
without them. Others stated that they are the body and soul of the community. One informant 
expressed that �he who has an afocha is like a lord, while the afocha is his servant that 
provides for him�. Clearly, people think highly of these groups in Harar. Here, a more detailed 
look is taken at what the members believe to be the impact of the afocha or iddir on their life.  

The vast majority of the members � little over eighty percent � believes that being a 
member of an afocha or iddir has a positive impact on their life. Informants explained that 
funerals and weddings are very expensive ceremonies, which nobody can afford on his own. 
Furthermore, as death usually happens unexpected, it is difficult to have the money available 
when you need it. This is solved by the afocha or iddir, which will present you the money if 
you have to prepare a funeral. 

Informants also expressed that even if one could afford to pay for these ceremonies, you 
would still need an afocha or iddir in order to conduct them. Nobody can dig the grave by 
himself, and a mourning or wedding ceremony without guests is not possible. As one lady 
said �living itself is not a problem, the trouble starts after you have died, because you are 
completely dependent on others to take you to your grave�. Being a member of an afocha or 
iddir assures you that you will receive a proper funeral.  

Other informants expressed that it has a positive impact on their life, because it gives 
them a social group that will help them to overcome all kinds of problems they may face 
during their lifetime. It was said that �the afocha makes everything easier. It�s like carrying a 
heavy box with many people.� 

However, not all informants thought so highly of the impact of the afocha or iddir. 
Around ten percent believed that their membership has a positive nor a negative impact on 
their life and another ten percent even believed that it has a negative impact. Those that 
regarded the impact as neutral explained that the contributions equal the amount of assistance 
they receive. They joined not so much because of the �benefits�, but because having an afocha 
or iddir is considered to be an obligation. 

The informants that believed the impact to be negative were all members of iddirs56. 
Half of them expressed that they belonged to two or more iddir groups. Although they said 
that one iddir is sufficient to conduct a funeral, they felt that they had to participate in more 
than one group in order to live a better social life. As a result, more people will attend your 
funeral or wedding, which is seen as a token of importance. However, they also felt that the 
high amount of contributions that they have to pay has a negative impact on their economic 
situation.  

The remaining informants explained that the iddir groups in general have a negative 
impact on the lives of the people. According to them, these groups put too much emphasise on 
the importance of a funeral and urge people to become a member even though they do not 

                                                 
56 The fact that none of the afocha members were critical about the impact of the afocha might have to do with 
the minority status of the Harari people. As became clear in chapter 2, the Harari people only make up 7.1 
percent of the population. As a result, they are extremely focussed on preserving their culture and traditions. As 
the afocha is an important tool to maintain the funerals and wedding traditions, people may be less inclined to 
think negative of the afocha.  
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have enough money for food. As a result, people believe it is better to starve than to be buried 
by the municipality. Furthermore, they felt that the people should use the money for more 
productive things than funerals and wedding ceremonies, so that they would be able to earn a 
living. 

In addition to these critical notes, it is interesting to note that only two of the 27 poor 
members interviewed on this matter, believed that the afocha or iddir can assist them in 
obtaining any of their most urgent needs. Furthermore, these two informants felt this is only 
the case for obtaining health care. None believed that the afocha or iddir can assist them in 
solving their problems regarding food, shelter or clothes. They expressed that the groups only 
provide assistance for funerals and weddings and that they do not have the resources to 
provide more assistance.  

In sum, the vast majority of members felt that the afocha or iddir positively effects their 
lives, because the benefits exceed the costs. These benefits include receiving a proper funeral 
and wedding ceremony as well as obtaining assistance for emergencies. However, only two 
informants expressed that the afocha or iddir helps them to obtain one of their most urgent 
needs, namely health care. 
 

3.4   Conclusions 
 
The afocha and iddir show many similarities and can be considered as the Muslim and 
Orthodox version of the same system. Both systems form membership groups, with members 
according to sex, religion, locality and sometimes ethnicity. These groups are very organised, 
with lists of members, rules and regulations, entrance fees, membership contributions, regular 
meetings, differentiated and fixed assistance, and periodically elected committee members. 
Their main objective is to provide assistance during funerals and weddings. In addition, most 
groups give assistance during illness and emergencies. 

The afocha and iddir are the most important indigenous systems in Harar. They are 
highly appreciated by the community and becoming a member of an afocha or iddir group is 
often regarded as a obligation for every adult; especially the men. However, not every adult in 
Harar belongs to an afocha or iddir. This is mostly the case for poor persons, because they 
can not afford to pay the entrance fees and/or membership contributions. 

As the afocha and iddir groups only give assistance to members, these payments are the 
most important reason why the assistance of the afocha and iddir groups only reach the poor 
in a limited extent. Another reason is that the members (usually) have to ask for assistance, 
especially for assistance during illness or other problems. As asking for help is considered 
shameful and looked down upon, not many members do this. Therefore, this assistance is 
hardly provided and reaches those who need it.  

The assistance of the afocha and iddir  does not always tackle the (most) urgent needs 
and problems of the poor. This is especially the case for the assistance for funerals and 
weddings. Although receiving a proper burial is very important for one�s dignity, it is 
regarded as a luxury and not as a basic need. The assistance for illness and other problems 
relating food, shelter and clothes, however, does tackle some of the (most) urgent needs of the 
poor. Still, the (most) urgent needs/problems of the poor that belong to an afocha or iddir 
hardly differ from those that do not belong to one of these systems. 

All in all, one could say that the contribution of these systems to poverty reduction is 
very limited. In fact, these systems may even have negative effects on poverty. As some 
informants expressed, the afocha and iddir put too much emphasise on the importance of 
funerals and urge people to become a member even though they do not have the money. 
Furthermore, they felt that the people should use to money for more productive things than 
funeral and wedding ceremonies, so that they would be able to earn a living. 
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4 
 

The baha and ikub 
 
 
In this chapter another two indigenous systems of social security are described, namely the 
baha and the ikub. The systems can be considered as the Muslim and Christian Orthodox 
variant of the same system. First, a description is given of the objective, history and 
functioning of the baha, followed by the description of the ikub. In section 4.3, information is 
given on the extent to which the systems comply with the different criteria of poverty 
reduction. Attention is also paid to the opinions people hold on the baha and ikub. The 
chapter ends with some conclusions on the contributions of the baha and ikub to poverty 
reduction. 
 

4.1  The baha57 
 
The baha is a traditional Harari women�s association. In the scarce literature on baha, it is 
referred to as a system set up for saving and for receiving money at the time of need (Oxfam 
Canada 1999: 20). Just as with the afocha and iddir, the women have organised themselves in 
different baha groups. Usually, women of the same economic and social status form a baha 
group. How many groups are present in Harar is not clearly known, as none of the groups are 
registered at the Justice Bureau of the HPNRS. It was estimated that around eight baha groups 
were operating in the city in 2003.  
 
Objective of the baha 
The baha can be considered as a saving and credit association, in which all members 
contribute to a common saving pot in order to receive a large amount of money at some point. 
However, none of the leaders of the approached baha groups stated that helping their 
members to save money or obtain credit is their main objective. Rather, they expressed that 
sharing information on what is happening in the community and assisting each other in times 
of need are the most important objectives of the baha. How the baha operates in order to 
assist its members will become clear when taking a closer look at the functioning of the ikub. 
 
History 
Not much is known about the history of the baha. Apparently, the baha groups used to be 
formed by divorced women for social contacts and recreation (Interview with a member of the 
National Parliament, 25-03-2003). The women would gather on a weekly base, prepare food 
and tea and contribute money to a jointly saving pot. In those times, the baha had a bad name, 
since the women would also smoke the waterpipe and chew qat58, which is said to be 
forbidden for women by the Islam. 

                                                 
57 Unless stated otherwise the information in this section has been taken from the interviews with the leaders and 
members of the baha groups approached during the fieldwork. 
58 Many people in Harar chew qat. Its leaves produce a mild amphetamine that keeps you awake and rather 
talkative for hours, if you chew enough. Consuming qat has its own ceremony, which involves smoking the 
waterpipe, drinking tea and burning incense. Oxfam Canada 1999: 37 
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Nowadays, the baha is no longer an association for divorced women only. However, it 
still has not lost its bad reputation completely. Therefore, some of the baha groups have 
started referring to themselves as jama’a, or friendship groups (ibid.).  
 
The organisational structure of the baha 
The baha is a membership association, with regular meetings and rules and regulations 
regarding contributions, penalties and the like. The meetings usually take place on a weekly 
base. During these meetings, the members contribute their share to the baha and socialise 
with each other. Furthermore, the money is presented to one of the members. These meetings 
are usually headed by (one of) the elderly women of the group, who run the baha group in 
general.  

Besides heading the meetings, these leaders also make sure that everybody keeps to the 
rules of the group and decide on the penalty if somebody has broken the rules. Furthermore, 
they keep a record on who has paid and received the savings.  

In order to fulfil these tasks, the leaders should be literate and have some knowledge of 
accounting. If the elderly women have these capacities, they are the ones to run the baha 
group. However, this is not always the case. One leader explained that the elder members of 
the baha together with the educated ones are leading the baha, because the elders can not do it 
alone. In another group, the son of a member does the bookkeeping, as all members are 
illiterate. None of the leaders (or bookkeepers) received payment or other benefits for their 
work. 
 
Membership 
The baha is a traditional women association, based on membership. Only women are allowed 
to join. As has been stated above, the women forming a baha group usually have the same 
economic and social status. However, they do not necessarily have the same occupation. 
Some of the members may be house-wives, while others are government employees or work 
in the market place. In addition, the members of one group often live in the same 
neighbourhood and share the same religion; Islam. The membership size of the approached 
baha groups was forty, 77 and eighty women. 

Although it was mentioned that the baha is a Harari association, being Harari is not a 
requirement for becoming a member. Two leaders mentioned that they also allow Oromo 
women to join the group, as long as they are Muslim. Religion is thus a more important 
criteria for becoming a member. Besides religion, marriage is another requirement, as 
membership is only open to married women. However, if a woman divorces or becomes a 
widow during her membership, she is allowed to continue the membership. Lastly, one can 
only become (and stay) a member if she is able to pay her weekly contribution. If one fails to 
do so, the leaders may expel her from the group. It is said that this hardly ever happens, as 
members will help each other out by paying the share of the friend who is not able to 
contribute it herself. 

There is only one time during which somebody is allowed to join the baha group, and 
that is at the beginning of a new round. As mentioned above, each member receives the 
common saving pool at one time. After everyone has received her share, the round is finished 
and a new one can start. At that point, new members may join or old ones can decide to stop. 
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Box 4.1   Percentage of households connected to a baha 
As recent data on the number of households in the Kebele is not available, it is difficult to give an estimation on 
the percentage of households in Kebele 02 that is connected to a baha. Furthermore, only a limited amount of the 
members of the approached baha groups resides in Kebele 02. Others lived in Kebele 01 or Kebele 03. It is 
perhaps easier to estimate the percentage of (Muslim) households in Harar that are connected to a baha. 

Based on the population census of 1994, it was projected that the total population of Harar in 2003 would 
amount to 109,000 people (HPNRS 2002: 9). Given the estimated the average household size of 5.0 people, this 
would mean that there were around 21,800 households in Harar in 2003. As approximately sixty percent of the 
population is Muslim, this amounts to 13,080 households. 

Given the estimation of eight baha groups, with an average of 65 members, around 520 households could 
belong to a baha group. This would mean that around four percent of all (Muslim) households in Harar are 
connected to a baha group. 
 
Reasons (not) to become a member 
Different reasons were mentioned for starting participating in a baha. Some of the members 
explained that they joined the baha in order to save money for big expenses, like televisions 
or investments in their business. Others mentioned that they had become a member in order to 
receive assistance in times of need. One informant explained that �whenever I am in need of 
money, I know the baha will provide it for me. That�s why I join�. Most members, however, 
expressed that their reason to join the baha is to share and receive information on things that 
are happening in the society. A young woman explained that �the older ladies advised me to 
participate in the baha. They told me they meet on a weekly base in order to share 
information. I joined them to keep informed about and stay in touch with the community�. 
The information exchanged often has a social (gossip) character, but can also be focussed on 
economic subjects as job opportunities. 

The members mentioned two reasons for their decision to save money with the baha 
group, in stead of at a bank. First of all, it was explained that the baha is not only about 
saving money. Meeting friends and exchanging information is an aspect of the baha that is 
perhaps even more important than saving money. Secondly, the Islam prohibits Muslims to 
store money at the bank, since they are not allowed to take any interest.59 Therefore, the 
women felt saving through a bank was not an option. 

People that did not participate in a baha group all mentioned that the reason is a lack of 
money to save on a regular base. Other reasons that people could think of (although these did 
not apply to themselves) included that it may not be convenient to join a baha, because one 
has small children that can not be left alone if one has to attend the weekly meeting, or that 
the husband may not allow his wife to join a baha, due to its reputation. 
 
Membership contributions 
As has become clear from the above, the women participating in a baha each contribute a 
certain amount of money to a common savings pool. These contributions are made during the 
baha meetings that occur on a weekly base. The contribution differs between groups. One 
baha group set the contribution at two birr a week, while the other two set the amount at 
twenty and thirty birr a week. 

How much the members contribute, however, may also differ within one group. In most 
baha groups, the members could contribute half or even a third of the full amount, but  they 
could also contribute the full amount several times. It can, therefore, happen that some 
members contribute ten birr a week in stead of twenty, while others pay forty. How the baha 

                                                 
59 The Shari�a subscribes that a Muslim is only allowed a reward for providing capital when it is risk bearing, 
like with a commanditary partnership, whereby the partners share in the profit of loss of partnership. Peters 
1997: 272 
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groups deal with such difference is discussed further in the next section on the rules and 
regulations of the baha. 
 
Rules and regulations of the baha 
The main activity of the baha is to collect the contributions from its members into a common 
pool in order to pay each of them one large sum at some point in the life of the group. In order 
to organise this nicely, each group has established rules and regulations. The first rule is that 
each member has to pay its share at a set time and place; namely during the weekly 
gatherings. If one fails to pay the money on time, the member will be penalised. This penalty 
differs between groups, but varies between two and five birr. If a member fails to contribute at 
all, she may be expelled from the baha. It is not forbidden, however, that others pay your 
share for you. And it often happens that friends pay for a member that fails to do so, in order 
to avoid any form of punishment for the friend. 

Other important rules and regulations deal with how to decide which member will 
receive the common pool at what time. These rules differ between the baha groups. One 
group has the rule that this sequence is decided upon at the start of the round. During the first 
meeting, the members can request to receive the pool at an early stage, if they are in need of 
the money, or at a later stage. The leader of this group expressed, however, that if a member 
faces an unexpected emergency, the fixed sequence can be altered in order to present the 
money to the person in need. The other two groups do not follow a fixed sequence. Rather, 
the members are free to request the money when they need it. In one group, the members can 
make a request beforehand, so that the pool may be �booked� for several weeks. In the other 
group, the members can only file a request during the meeting in which the money is present. 
Here, it is not known at the beginning of the meeting who will receive the money during that 
week. 

There are also rules on how much a member can receive and how often. How much one 
receives depends on several things. First of all, it depends on the contribution and the number 
of members. The higher the contribution and the more members participating the bigger the 
common pool. The baha with a contribution of two birr per week, for example, had eighty 
members and a common pool of 240 birr.60 The baha with a contribution of twenty birr per 
week had 77 members and a common pool of 1,600 birr. In general, the members can not 
receive more than the common pool at one time.  

Secondly, how much one collects also depends on how much one contributes. If 
somebody contributes half or a third of the amount set as the contribution, she will also 
receive only half of a third of the common pool. In that case, two or three members will 
collect the pool together. A member who, for example, contributes ten birr in stead of the full 
twenty, will receive eight hundred birr when her turn comes up. The other eight hundred birr 
in the pool will go to another member who contributes ten birr per week. If somebody 
contributes the full amount several times, she will receive the total pool several times during 
the round. Say, a person who contributes forty birr a week, will receive the pool of 1,600 birr 
twice. This is also the only time that a member is allowed to receive money from the baha 
more than once. 

Other rules deal with possible default. One of the benefits of the system is that a person 
can collect a large amount of money before she has actually saved the whole amount. A 
member that receives, for example, the pool of 1,600 birr during the second meeting, has 
actually only saved forty birr. She therefore has a debt to the group of 1,560 birr, which she 
will redeem by paying twenty birr a week for the following 78 weeks. Hypothetically it could 
happen that this woman runs off after receiving the pool. However, in none of the baha 
                                                 
60 The fact that the common pool amounted to 240 birr instead of 160 was due to the fact that people could also 
contribute a multiple of two. 
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groups do the members need to present a guarantor before they are allowed to collect the 
money. As one leader explained, all the women participating in the baha are true friends and 
fully trust each other. Therefore, the informants saw no need for a guarantor. Furthermore, if 
it would occur, the group can take her or her family to court in order to retain the missing 
money. So far, however, nobody has ever disappeared after receiving the pool. 

None of the baha groups have rules regarding the use of the money; the members are 
free to spend it as they like. Most members mentioned that they used the money for daily 
expenses like food. With the large sum of money they are, for example, able to buy and store 
a large amount of grain or other durable items. Informants explained that this works out 
cheaper than having to buy several small amounts. Others mentioned that they use the money 
for clothes and school fees for the children, health care, paying off debts, household materials 
like baskets or cooking materials, and luxury goods like a television. The women with their 
own business often expressed that they use the money of the baha to make investments. 
 
In the above the objective, history and the functioning of the baha have been described. The 
implication this has on the contribution of the system to poverty reduction will be dealt with 
in section 4.3. First, a closer look will be taken at the ikub. 
 

4.2   The ikub61 
 
The ikub is a form of savings association specific to Ethiopia (Aredo f.c: 190 ). It shows many 
similarities with the baha, but there is no evidence that one of them has been modelled upon 
the other. Ikub groups are often formed by work colleagues or by people living in the same 
neighbourhood. In 2003, eight ikubs were registered at the Justice Bureau of the HPNRS 
(Interview with the head of the Justice Bureau, 30-01-2003). All of these were formed by 
colleagues. The actual number of ikubs in Harar should be higher, since the �neighbourhood� 
ikubs are not registered.  
 
The objective of the ikub 
As has been stated above, the ikub is a form of saving and credit association. However, none 
of the leaders of the approached ikubs mentioned this as the main objective of the groups. 
Rather, all leaders stated that the objective of the ikub was to assist each other in times of 
need. They explained that when one of the members faces a problem, he can receive a large 
amount of money from the ikub in order to solve his problem. They expressed that it�s all 
about sharing and solving our problems together. One leader added that the objective of his 
ikub was also to help the poor get credit in order to start an income-generating activity. How 
the ikubs operate in order to assist its members and help the poor will become clear when 
taking a closer look at the functioning of the ikub. First a look is taken at the history of the 
ikub. 
 
History 
The first ikubs have been established quite recently, during the period of the Italian 
occupation from 1936 to 1941. The insecurity created by the war and the high rate of 
urbanisation during this time, is seen as the major factor behind the emergence of the ikubs 
(Aredo 1993: 250). Pankhurst and Endreas Eshete explain that �[w]hen many houses were 
burnt, cattle killed and families rendered destitute�a method was in consequence required to 

                                                 
61 Unless stated otherwise the information in this section has been taken from the interviews with the leaders and 
members of the ikubs approached during the fieldwork. 
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accumulate lump sums of money for capital expenditure in rebuilding homes, purchasing 
livestock, etc� (ibid. 250). This method became the ikub system. 

Since those first days, the ikub expanded throughout Ethiopia and can nowadays be 
found in all parts of the country. This expansion is mainly caused by the steady growth of the 
market economy and of government and other cash employment (ibid. 251). As people 
working for the government or the formal sector have the security of a steady monthly 
income, they can afford to save money with an ikub. 

In Kebele 12, the reverse progress can be seen. The area is centred around a military 
camp and many of the men used to be employed as a soldier during the Derg regime. After 
the fall of the regime in 1991, however, all were fired and unemployment rates in the area 
raised (Interview with the head of the Kebele 12 office, 20-02-2003). Due to this, many of the 
ikubs that had previously been operating in Keble 12 dissolved. It was said that none 
remained. During the last five years, however, new ikubs have been established.  
 
The organisational structure of the ikub 
The ikub is a membership association, with regular meetings and (written) rules and 
regulations regarding contributions, penalties and guarantors. During the meetings, each 
member pays his share to the common saving pool, in order to receive it at once. The 
meetings are headed by the one or two persons, who also keep a record of who has paid and 
received his share. These are the chairman and secretary of the group.  

The chairman and secretary have either established the ikub group or are asked by the 
members to run it. The chairman makes sure everybody keeps to the rules of the ikub and 
decides on the penalty if somebody has broken the rules. The secretary is the one who keeps a 
record of the contributions to the ikub. In case the ikub does not have a secretary this the task 
is also taken care of by the chairman. They never receive payment for their work, but in two 
ikubs the chairman and the secretary have the right to collect the money first and second, 
respectively. 

One ikub group had its own guard, who would keep order during the meetings and make 
sure nobody disturbs the chairman and secretary when counting the money. It was said that if 
a member, for example, talks too loud he will be penalised two birr by the guard.62  
 
Membership 
The ikub groups are based on membership. According to Aredo, members of an ikub form 
�homogenous groups; people from the same work-place, the same ethnic background, the 
same trade, the same schooling background, or the same neighbourhood� (Aredo 1993: 251). 
The members of the approached groups all lived in the same neighbourhood, but did not 
necessarily share any other traits. Aredo does not mention a division according to sex. And 
although this is surely not a formal rule as is the case with the afocha and iddirs, there does 
seem to be such a division. In three of the five ikubs the members were all women, while in 
the other two ikubs the great majority was male. 

The membership size of the ikubs is quite small, especially of the ikubs that have female 
members only. Their membership size ranges between twelve and fifteen members. The 
membership size of the other ikubs ranges between fifty and 55 members. Most members 
belong to one ikub. However, of the eleven members approached, four participated in two 
ikubs. 

There are not really any requirements for becoming a member, other than that one 
should be able to contribute his/her share during every gathering. However, it never occurred 
that somebody was denied membership because the chairman felt the member would not be 
                                                 
62 Here, it has to be said that during the meetings a strong, home-brewed alcohol drink is served. Therefore, some 
members may get slightly intoxicated during these gathering and start to be noisier. 
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able to contribute his/her share. It did happen that a member was expelled from the ikub, 
because he/she was unable to pay his/her contribution or paid it much too late. As with the 
baha, persons can only start joining an ikub at the beginning of a new round, thus after 
everybody has received his share. 

 
Box 4.2   The percentage of households connected to an ikub 
Due to the fact that the number of households as well as the number of ikubs in Kebele 12 are unknown, it is 
difficult to calculate the percentage of households in Kebele 12 that are connected to an ikub. However, in order 
to give some impression a rough estimation will be made. 
According to the records of the Kebele 12 government office, there are 1,473 houses in the area. If one takes one 
house for one household, this would mean that there are around 1,473 households in Kebele 12 in 2003.  
The five approached ikubs had a total of 147 members. However, not all ikubs have been taken into account. It is 
believed that three more were present. At the moment it will be assumed that the actual number of people 
connected to an ikub was around 250 in 2003. Given this estimation, around seventeen percent of all households 
in Kebele 12 are connected to an ikub. This percentage is similar to one found during by the four Ethiopian Rural 
Household Surveys. According to these survey, an average of seventeen percent of sampled households 
participated in an ikub. (Aredo f.c. 194). 
 
Reasons (not) to become a member 
The approached members of the different ikubs explained that they had started to join the ikub 
in order to save money for times of need. As one member explained, �I became a member in 
order to fulfil my needs. If I need to buy household materials or if my children get ill, I know 
I will be able to get money from the ikub.� Others mentioned that they had become a member 
in order to buy luxury goods or to strengthen or establish their own business. Furthermore, 
many expressed that they had become a member in order to receive information on the 
community and job opportunities. Only one person said he joined the ikub in order to assist 
the poor. Some women also mentioned that participating in an ikub gave them some 
independence. One woman explained that �Now, we, women, do not always need to ask our 
husbands if we need something. By participating in the ikub we can get it ourselves.� 

The members mentioned several reasons for their decision to save money through the 
ikub in stead of at a bank. First of all, it was said that the ikub is not only about saving money, 
but also about helping each other. The ikub will help you when you face a problem and 
enables you to help others. Secondly, people preferred to join an ikub, because it obliges them 
to save on a regular base. It was explained that if you save at a bank, nobody will force you to 
put something aside on a weekly or monthly base. You will be more likely to forget about the 
saving and spend the money otherwise. Thirdly, the fact that you can not take out the money 
at any time, but have to request for it, was seen as an advantage of the ikub. Especially the 
women believed they would be easily tempted to collect their savings from the bank to spend 
it on holidays or insignificant problems. Other reasons that were mentioned included that it is 
a tradition to save money with the women of one�s neighbourhood, that it is not worthwhile to 
save such small amounts at the bank and that the gatherings of the ikub enables one to meet 
with friends and share information on job opportunities and the like. 

The most common reason for people not to participate in an ikub is that they do not 
have enough money to set something aside on a regular base. This may be due to the fact that 
they do not hold a job with a regular wage or to the fact that, even though they receive a 
regular salary, their wage is too low to save. Another reason, although far less common, could 
be that one can save enough money to put it on the bank and keep it there to receive interest. 
 
Membership contribution 
The members of an ikub all contribute a certain amount of money into a common pool of 
savings so that each, in rotation, can receive a large sum. The contributions are made on a 
weekly or monthly base. It was said that the ikubs that collect the money on a weekly base are 
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usually made up out of merchants, retail traders and other persons that receive their income on 
a daily or weekly base. The ikubs that meet on a monthly base would exists out of government 
or factory employees, who receive their salary on a monthly base. In practice, however, such a 
distinction can not be made. Both types of ikub had members with all sorts of professions.  
Rather, all the larger ikubs had weekly payments, while the smaller ikubs, with solely women, 
all had monthly payments.  

The contribution differs between groups. The lowest amount was twenty birr per month 
and the highest one hundred birr per week. The other contributions were set at twenty birr per 
week and one hundred birr per month. How much each member contributes, however, may 
differ within one group. In most ikubs, the members can contribute half or even a quarter of 
the full amount, while one can also contribute the full amount several times. The ikub that has 
set the full contribution at one hundred birr per week has members paying 25 birr per week as 
well as 350 birr per week. How the ikub deals with such difference is further discussed in the 
section on the functioning of the ikub. 

Besides the contributions to the common pool, one ikub also had the rule that each 
member should contribute an additional one birr in order to cover the expenses of the food 
and drinks that are consumed during the meetings.  
 
Rules and regulations of the ikub 
Just like the baha, the main activity of the ikub is to collect the contributions from its 
members into a common pool in order to pay each of them one large sum at some point in the 
life of the group. Each group has set its own rules and regulations in order to fulfil its tasks. 
These concern, among other things, the payments, the sequence of beneficiaries, and the 
amount of money one can receive.  

All ikubs have the rule that the members should pay their share during the weekly or 
monthly gatherings of the group. However, not every group strictly keeps this rule. The two 
ikubs that meet on a weekly base are very strict regarding the time of payment. Both of them 
have set the rule that the money should be handed over on Sunday mornings during 09.00 and 
09.45 hours. If one fails to pay the money within that time, he will be penalised two birr. One 
may even be expelled from the ikub if the delay is more than one day. The ikubs that meet on 
a monthly base are more flexible. Although they also have a fixed date, the fifth or seventh 
day of the month, on which the contributions should be paid, members will not be penalised if 
they pay a few days later. The chairman of one group explained the members agreed on this 
rule, since some members may not receive their pension or salary before the fifth of the 
month. 

The ikubs have different rules regarding the decision which member will receive the 
common pool in what week or month. In most ikubs, the beneficiary is selected through a 
lottery system. Pieces of paper with the names of members that have not yet received the 
money, are put in one jar from which the chairman draws one name. That person will receive 
the money during the same meeting. If, however, not all the money has been collected yet, the 
person can collect the money from the chairman a few days later.  

One ikub uses a different system. At the beginning of the ikub round, the group prepares 
a list with the sequence of who is allowed to collect the money during which week. The 
chairman explained that each member has the chance to explain his need for the money to the 
others and to request a place at the beginning of the round. Not all members want to collect 
the money early. Collecting the ikub at the end is also seen as an advantage, because then, you 
collect your own money. If you collect the ikub in the beginning it means you have debt. 
Therefore, the members whose need for the money is not too great usually choose to wait 
until the end. 
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The fact that many ikubs select the beneficiary through a lottery system has led to the 
argument that the ikub satisfies a spirit of gambling, rather than that of saving or social 
security (Aredo 1993: 248). There are certain rules in the different ikub groups, however, that 
have a strong social security component. In some groups, a needy member can request to be 
given the money, without drawing the lottery. The chairman decides whether to grant the 
request. The groups that do not have this rule, explained that a member that faces a problem 
can always request the �winner� to present him/her the money. Although it is up to the 
member to decide whether to give away the lot, informants said that such a request is hardly 
ever denied. In one group, the members also have the chance to �buy� the lot if they are in 
need of the money. The member buys the pool for five percent of the amount, which means 
he/she receives 95 percent. The remaining money is kept by the ikub and used to organise a 
celebration for its members at the end of the ikub round. All groups, therefore, have rules in 
order to help a member, who faces an emergency. 

One of the ikub groups, the Seyfu bet ikub, has a very specific rule that was established 
in order to assist the poor. The chairman explained that if a poor person has managed to save 
enough money to pay the first contributions of the ikub, he can join the ikub and receive the 
money as one of the first. The large amount of money may enable the person to start a 
business or income generating activity. The chairman expressed that the income from the 
business will enable the person to continue contributing to the ikub, thereby repaying the loan. 

The ikub groups also have rules on how much a member can receive and how often. 
First of all, a member can never collect more than the amount of one saving pool at once. 
How much money is in one saving pool depends on the set contribution and the number of 
members. The ikub that collects twenty birr per month from its twelve members has a 
common pool of 240 birr. The ikub that collects one hundred birr per week from its fifty 
members had a common pool of 4,400 birr. The latter does not have a common pool of five 
thousand birr, because some of its members contribute less than one hundred birr per week. 

How much one collects also depends on how much one contributes. If somebody 
contributes half of a quarter of the full contribution, he/she will share the pool with another 
person. Therefore, a member who contributes fifty birr a week in stead of one hundred, will 
receive 2,200 birr in stead of 4,400. If somebody contributes the full amount several times, he 
will receive the total pool several times during the round. Say, a person who contributes two 
hundred birr a week, will receive the 4,400 birr twice. 

In some of the ikubs, the members need to present one or two guarantors in order to 
collect the money. The guarantor is usually a member of the ikub that did not collect the 
money himself yet, but may also be an outsider, as long as he is trusted and accepted by the 
chairman. Both the member and the guarantor(s) have to sign for receiving the money. In case 
the member of the ikub disappears after collecting the pool, the guarantor(s) is (are) held 
responsible to repay the money and may even be taken to court. It may also occur that a 
member is no longer able to contribute his share to the ikub, after he has collected the money. 
Then, the guarantor will have to continue paying the contributions for him. If a member is not 
able to find a guarantor when his turn comes up, he does not get the money at that time. He is 
allowed to stay a member, but can only collect the money at the end of the round, when he 
has contributed the same amount as he will receive. Members of two smaller ikubs do not 
need to present a guarantor in order to collect the money. The leaders explained that all the 
members are women from the same neighbourhood and know each other well. They trust 
each other and see no need for a guarantor. 

Most of the ikubs do not set rules regarding the use of the money. Only one ikub has the 
rule that its members can spend the money solely on households materials. In order to make 
sure everybody keeps the rule, it is further decided that the members do not receive money, 
but the households materials directly. The chairman explained that the woman, who receives 
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the pool, tells her what kind of household materials she is in need of; like pans, dishes or 
cups. Then, she will buy the requested materials and give them to the member. The group has 
chosen this system, because the women are afraid they might spend the money on 
unnecessary things, while they believe it should be spend on the household.  

In other ikubs, the members are free to spend the money as they like. Members 
mentioned that they use the money for maintaining or building a house, buying luxury goods 
like televisions, paying the children�s school fees, obtaining health care, investing in their 
business or starting a business of their own. An example of the latter comes from a person, 
who was able to make use of the special rule of the Seyfu bet ikub. The informant explained 
that he saved a small amount of money, large enough to pay the first two contributions of fifty 
birr per week. Then, after two weeks, he received 2,200 birr from the ikub. With the money he 
started a weaving mill and was able to continue participating in the ikub from the profits he 
made. By now, he stated, the business has grown and he has even employed another person. 
Furthermore, he was able to start participating in a second ikub. According to him, he would 
not have been able to achieve this without the special treatment of the Seyfu bet ikub. 
 
Now that the objective, history and functioning of both the baha and the ikub have been 
described, it is time to establish their contribution to poverty reduction. In the next section, the 
two systems are analysed for the extent to which they comply with the criteria for poverty 
reduction.  
 

4.3   The contribution to poverty reduction 
 
Within development co-operation, it is generally believed that providing credit to the poor can 
help them overcome poverty by starting income-generating activities. Saving and credit 
schemes are, therefore, popular instruments for poverty reduction (DAC 1999:24). As became 
clear from the descriptions, the baha and ikub can be considered as saving and credit 
associations with a strong focus on social security. In theory, consequently, they could make a 
positive contribution to the life situation of the poor.  

This section analyses what these contributions are in practice. First, it establishes to 
which extent these systems reach the poor. Next, a look is taken at the extent to which they 
tackle the most urgent needs and problems of the poor. Thirdly, the influences on tackling the 
causes of poverty are described and, lastly, the opinions of the people on these systems. 
 
Reaching the poor 
Although the baha and ikub can be seen as saving and credit associations, only one leader 
mentioned that the objective of his ikub is to create credit opportunities for the poor. All 
others stated that the objective of the baha or ikub is to assist its members in times of need. 
These groups, therefore, do not necessarily have to reach the poor in order to achieve their 
objective. However, they can still do so. This paragraph estimates the extent to which the 
baha and ikub systems reach the poor. In order to makes this estimation, it looks at the 
perceptions of the leaders on poverty and the rules for receiving the savings or credit. 
Furthermore, it is described who actually receives the savings and credit. 

In chapter two, it became clear that the people in Harar associate poverty with 
insufficient income and a lack of basic needs � food, (drinking) water, clothes, shelter, health 
care and education. Characteristics of the poor are that they do not hold regular jobs and have 
not enough income to obtain the basic needs. They, for example, eat two meals a day, have no 
access to drinking water, live in a Kebele house and are not able to see a doctor when ill. 
These perceptions comply with the basic needs approach. 
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The leaders of the different baha and ikub groups seem to hold the same views on 
poverty and the poor. They expressed that poverty means one can not provide his family with 
sufficient food, drinking water, clothes, shelter, health care and education due to a lack of 
income. Furthermore, some leaders expressed that the poor face many insecurities, because 
they do not hold regular jobs. They explained that, as the poor are dependent for their income 
on all sorts of irregular jobs, they never know whether they will have an income next week. In 
addition, they do not have any possessions or savings that can be used for emergencies. With 
every emergency, then, their situation gets worse and, eventually, they end up with nothing. 

The leaders of the baha and ikub groups, thus, hold the same perception on poverty as is 
common in Harar, although they place more emphasis on the aspect of insecurity. As a result, 
these ideas can not obstruct the assistance of the group to reach the poor. However, the rules 
and regulations for receiving the assistance can also hinder this. 

The different baha and ikub groups all have the rule that only a member can receive the 
savings and credit. This does not necessarily have to be an obstacle for reaching the poor, as 
long as the conditions for becoming and staying a member are favourable. One condition is 
that one has to contribute his/her share to a common saving pool on a weekly or monthly 
base. In addition, the baha groups only accept married Muslim women as their members. The 
latter condition does not negatively affect reaching the poor, but the first does. 

In chapter two, it was established that one of the differences between the poor and the 
well-off is that the latter are able to save some money for bigger expenses. According to this 
criterion, the systems can never reach the poor, because as soon as somebody saves money 
with a baha or ikub, he/she can not be considered poor anymore. In my opinion, however, this 
conclusion can not be made, because even a poor person � who eats two meals a day, has no 
access to drinking water and the like � may be able to save one or two birr a week.  

Whether the systems reach the poor, therefore, depends for a great extent on the height 
of the contribution. This differs between groups and varies from two birr per week to one 
hundred birr per week. It should be clear that the first group is more accessible for the poor, as 
it is more likely that they can put aside two birr a week than one hundred. The fact that all 
groups offer their members the possibility to contribute half or even a quarter of the regular 
contribution, also has a positive effect on reaching the poor. In general, the lower the 
contribution, the more likely it is for the group to reach the poor.  

The rules for deciding who will receive the savings or credit in which week or month 
also influence the extent to which the baha and ikub groups reach the poor. This sequence is 
decided either by chance � through a lottery � or by the members themselves. The groups in 
which the members decide, either establish the sequence during the first meeting or week by 
week. Every strategy has different consequences of reaching the poor. 

The groups that let the members decide, have the advantage that preference can be 
given to those members that are in (great) need of the money. Therefore, a chance is given to 
the poor to collect a large amount of money after making only a few deposits � in other 
words, to receive a loan. In contrast, if a group prepares the sequence by chance, it could be 
that a poor person has to save a lot of money, before he can collect any of it. Furthermore, 
when the members set the sequence during the first meeting, it has the advantage that the poor 
know for sure that they only have to pay a few contributions before collecting the money. As 
a result of this security, they are more able to use the opportunity. Therefore, these groups 
have a better chance of reaching the poor. 

One argument against letting the members decide is that, in contrary to a lottery, the 
members have to request the assistance. As this can be considered shameful and denigrating, 
it can prohibit the poor to ask for the money even if they need it. However, different members 
of the baha and ikub groups expressed that they do not regard this as a problem. They 
explained that, except for the last person, everybody has to request the money at a certain 
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point. As a result, nobody can be looked down upon for asking the money. The members even 
felt that having to request the assistance has positive effects. They explained that it helps the 
group to reach its objective, because the money always goes to a member who is in need of it 
most.  

The groups that select the beneficiary by chance also have rules in order to assist a 
member in need. The leaders of these ikub groups explained that members can request the 
group or the winner of the lottery to present them the money if they face an emergency. 
However, it may well be that the members of these groups are less likely to do this. As 
requesting the money is an exception and only done by people who are really in need of the 
money, it may be considered more shameful than in the other groups. 

All in all, the groups with low contributions, as well as those that allow the poorest 
members to collect the money first have the best chances, in theory, to reach the poor. This is 
confirmed when looking at who actually receives the savings and credit from the baha and 
ikub groups.  

According to the rules, all baha and ikub groups only present money to their members. 
Almost all of these members belong to the categories of the well-off and the rich. This is 
especially the case for groups with contributions starting from twenty birr a week. Only the 
Faragat baha, which has set the full contribution at two birr a week, had several poor 
members. According to its leader, around twenty of the 77 members can be considered poor. 
Paradoxically, the ikub with the highest contribution � of one hundred birr a week � also had 
some poor members. This was possible, because the poor can receive the saving pool first. 
However, the ikub only allowed two or three poor members per round. The chairman 
explained that he and the secretary stand surety for the debts of these members. As they do 
not want to run too much risk, they only allow a few poor person to join the ikub at one time. 

In general, the baha and ikub systems, thus, reach the poor in a very limited extent. Of 
the seventeen members interviewed, four could be considered as poor. However, efforts were 
made to include these poor members. Of the 44 randomly selected, poor informants none 
participated in a baha or ikub group. 

From the above, it has become clear that the leaders of the different baha and ikub 
groups have a clear understanding of who are the poor. In theory, this is favourable for 
reaching the poor. However, only a few poor persons can afford to save money and join these 
systems. The groups that have low contributions or allow the poor to collect the money first 
are able to reach the poor the best. Still, not many poor persons participate in these groups. In 
the next paragraph, a look is taken whether the systems have better results with relation to 
tackling the most urgent needs and problems of the poor. 

 
Tackling the most urgent needs and problems of the poor 
In order to contribute to poverty reduction, the indigenous systems of social security should 
not only reach the poor, but also tackle their most urgent needs and problems. In chapter two, 
it was established that these include (a lack of) work/income, food, health care, shelter, and 
water. Here, the extent to which the baha and ikub systems tackle these needs and problems is 
estimated. For this purpose, a look is taken at what the baha and ikub leaders regard these 
needs and problems to be, at the occasions for which the systems give assistance, the 
conditions for the use of the assistance and the actual use.63 

Given the fact that the leaders of the different baha and ikub groups have the same 
understanding of poverty as the poor, it is not surprising that they also hold the same ideas on 
the most urgent needs and problems of these people. All leaders expressed that a lack of work 
and income are the most urgent problems of the poor. Due to this lack, the poor are not able to 
                                                 
63 As only one poor ikub member conducted a ranking exercise, it is not possible to compare the most urgent 
needs of the poor baha and ikub members with those of the poor that are not connected to these systems. 
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provide their families with sufficient food, drinking water, education, shelter and health care. 
As these things are necessary to stay healthy, the lack of any of them was regarded as an 
urgent problem. In addition, some leaders stated that the insecure character of the work 
available to the poor is an urgent problem, because it prohibits them to save and plan ahead. 
They also expressed that the poor should have more opportunities to receive credit, in order to 
start their own business and earn an income. Therefore, credit and loans were regarded as 
urgent needs of the poor64. 

As the baha and ikub systems are means to save money and receive loans, it is hardly 
surprising that the leaders put emphasis on the importance of these things. The poor, however, 
also regarded a lack of loan opportunities as an urgent problem � it was ranked seventh of the 
most urgent needs and problems of the poor. The systems, thus, tackle the need for loan 
opportunities. To what extent they also tackle the most urgent needs of work/income, food, 
health care, shelter, and water will be looked at next. 

As became clear from the descriptions of the baha and ikub systems, the different 
groups do not give assistance during specific occasions such as funerals or weddings. Rather, 
they provide their members with money at any time the member requests it or wins the 
lottery. Furthermore, all groups, except one, do not set conditions for the use of the money. 
The members of these groups can spend the money as they want. The one exception is the 
ikub group that agreed to spend the money on household articles only. 

As most members are free to use the money as they please, it is most likely that they 
will spend it on their most urgent needs and problems. This was confirmed by the members, 
who explained that they use the money for whatever they need most. This could vary from 
food and medication to household materials or a television. In addition, several members 
stated that having to request the money keeps them from collecting it for unnecessary things, 
such as holidays and festivities. One informant explained that she would feel silly towards the 
other members to request the money for such things. She rather waited with collecting the 
money until a situation would arise for which she really needed the money, such as paying her 
children�s school fees. Although, there are thus no written limitations for the use of the 
money, it seems that all member agree that it should be spend on their most urgent needs and 
problems. The social control within the group seems to make sure it is spend accordingly. 

The most urgent needs of the poor are well represented when looking at the actual use 
of the assistance. Informants stated that they used or plan to use the money for purchasing 
(durable) food items, medication, building or maintaining their house or put in a water pipe. 
The members with their own business all stated that they invested the money in their business 
in order to expand it and increase their income. Two informants had been able to start their 
own business and, thereby, tackled the problem of work and income. Other members used the 
money for clothes, their children�s school fees65, paying of debt, household materials � such as 
pans, dishes and cups � or luxury goods such as a television or nice furniture.  

Whether the members of the different baha and ikub groups can tackle their most urgent 
needs and problems effectively, however, depends on the amount of money they receive. It 
should be clear that a member can not tackle his/her income problem with 240 birr, for this is 

                                                 
64 It is interesting to notice that the leaders of the afocha and iddir groups hardly ever regarded credit and loans 
and urgent needs of the poor. This difference may be explained by the fact that afocha and iddir systems are not 
focussed on providing credit, while the baha and ikub systems are. It could be, therefore, that the leaders of the 
first are less inclined to think of credit and loans as urgent needs of the poor. 
65 The poor also mentioned clothes and education as some of their needs and problems. They received the ninth 
and twelfth rank, respectively. 
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not enough to start an income generating activity66. Here lies one of the limitations of the baha 
and ikub systems.  

Every baha or ikub group has the rule that a member can never receive more money 
than the amount one has paid (or will pay). Thus, the less a person contributes to the common 
saving pool, the less money he/she will receive. Consequently, the groups with low 
contributions � which are better able to reach the poor � only give small amounts to their 
members. Therefore, their members are less able to tackle some of their most urgent needs 
and problems. As a result, the paradox situation arises in which persons, who have little 
money to save, but, most likely, face the most urgent problems, receive the only a small 
amount of money to solve their problems. The Seyfu bet ikub, however, was able to overcome 
this problem, by assuring that the poor have to pay only one to three contributions before they 
receive the saving pool. Therefore, they are able to collect a large amount of money after 
making a few (relatively small) contributions. 

In conclusion, the baha and ikub systems seem to be better at tackling the most urgent 
needs and problems of the poor, than they are at reaching the poor. This is mainly caused by 
the fact that the members of the baha and ikub groups can collect the money at any time and 
spend it on whatever they believe is their most urgent need. However, the amount of money a 
member receives in related to the amount he/she contributes. Therefore, the poorer members 
will be less able to tackle their needs effectively, unless special arrangements are made. The 
amount of money a member receives also plays an important role for tackling the causes of 
poverty. This is discussed in the next paragraph. 
 
Tackling the causes of poverty 
In chapter two, it was established that the poor regard a lack of income and high expenses as 
the most important causes of poverty. They expressed that the lack of income is mainly 
caused by unemployment, the death of a family member or traditional farming. Employment, 
in turn, was seen as the result of the fall of the Derg regime, a lack of education, 
discrimination and nepotism, and the national economic situation. The high expenses were 
associated with many children, expensive food and expensive cultural traditions. 

Although most baha and ikub groups are not focussed specifically on tackling any of 
these causes � only one ikub group stated that they wanted to create income opportunities for 
the poor � they do have an influence. By presenting money to their members, the members 
may be able to tackle some of the causes. This is especially the case for creating income 
opportunities.  

With the money of the baha or ikub, members may be able to start their own business or 
pay for additional education in order to increase their chances for employment. However, this 
is only possible with a rather large amount of money67. And in order to receive a large 
amount, one has to contribute a large amount. Therefore, the same problem arises as was 
described above; the poor are less likely to receive an amount large enough to tackle the 
causes of poverty. One of their members of the Seyfu bet ikub explained, however, that he had 
been able to make use of the special arrangements. He received 2,200 birr after contributing 
only one hundred birr. With this money, he had started his own business and had been able to 
overcome poverty. 

Besides these positive contributions, the baha and ikub systems may also influence 
some of the causes less positively. This may be true for the nepotism. Many leaders and 

                                                 
66 It is difficult to say how much money is needed in order to start one�s own business, for this also depends on 
what kind of business one would like to start. However, in order to open a small shop or get involved in retail 
trade, informants believed one would need at least one thousand birr. 
67 As stated above, around one thousand birr is needed to start a small shop or retail trade. Tertiary education will 
cost a person around one thousand to 1,500 birr a year. 
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members of the different groups emphasised the social character of the baha or ikub. They 
expressed that sharing information is an important aspect of the baha or ikub. This includes, 
among other things, information on job opportunities. Although these groups should not be 
seen as causing nepotism, they do seem to maintain and reinforce the system by providing 
information to a selective company only. 

All in all, the baha and ikub systems have good potentials to tackle some of the causes 
of poverty related to unemployment. However, the poor can only benefit from this potential if 
special arrangements are made. 
 
In the above three paragraphs, the extent to which the baha and ikub systems comply with the 
different criteria of poverty was analysed. Before making some conclusions, however, it is 
interesting to note how the members judge the effects of these systems. These opinions are 
described in the next paragraph. 
 
Opinions on the effects of the baha and ikub 
In contrast to the afocha and iddir systems, being a member of a baha or ikub is not regarded 
as a social obligation. The persons that join a baha or ikub group, therefore, do not make this 
decision as a result of social pressure or the like. Rather, they join because they believe being 
a member will benefit them. As a result, it is not very surprising that the seventeen members 
interviewed all believed the baha or ikub has a positive impact on their life. 

The informants explained that being a member of a baha or ikub has a positive impact 
for several reasons. First of all, they explained, the systems help you to save money on a 
regular base, so that you can build up a reserve for emergencies. Furthermore, if you have not 
saved enough money yet, the group will present it to you beforehand. Therefore, one never 
has to worry when unexpected costs arise. Secondly, informants expressed that participating 
in a baha or ikub enables you to buy something that you otherwise could not afford to buy at 
once. This does not only include luxury products, but also, for example, durable food items 
that are cheaper if you buy them in a large amount. Thirdly, five informants mentioned that 
the baha or ikub enables them to increase their income, through starting an income-generating 
activities or investing in their business. They expressed that it had increased their life situation 
a lot. Finally, several women stated that their membership gave them some independence 
from their husbands, because they did not have to ask him for money anymore if they needed 
something. They regarded this as a big improvement in their life. 

Besides the current members, some people were approached that had joined an ikub in 
previous times. These informants explained that before the fall of the Derg regime, many ikub 
groups were present in Kebele 12. However, due to the fact that many people lost their jobs 
after the regime fell, almost all of them dissolved. These informants were also no longer able 
to join an ikub. However, they thought very highly of the system. According to a man who 
had previously led an ikub, it is a very important organisation in a community, because it 
enables the people to unite and assist each other. After the groups dissolved, people were not 
able to assist each other anymore, because only a big group can do this68. Others explained 
that almost all the houses in the neighbourhood had been built with ikub money and that 
people had been able to start businesses with it. They felt that they would be able to solve 
their current problems if they would be able to receive such money again. 

In general, the informants believed being a member of a baha or ikub has a positive 
impact on their life, because it gives them more security, buying capacity, income 

                                                 
68 Although this informant implied that people were not longer able to assist each other due to the disappearance 
of the ikub groups, it may also be that the ikubs dissolved, because people were less able to assist each other due 
to economic reasons. 
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opportunities and independence. Furthermore, it enables the people to unite and assist each 
other.  
 

4.4   Conclusions 
 
The baha and ikub systems can be regarded as a kind of saving and credit organisations. They 
form membership groups, with regular meetings and (written) rules and regulations regarding 
contributions, penalties, the sequence of beneficiaries and the amount of assistance. Every 
member contributes a certain amount of money into a common saving pool, in order to 
receive a large amount at some point during the saving round. In general, all members, except 
the last one, receive more money than they have contributed at that point. This credit is repaid 
with every contribution. The last person receives his savings � the exact amount he has 
contributed.  

Despite these clear characteristics of a saving and credit association, the leaders of the 
different baha and ikub groups hardly mentioned that providing saving and credit 
opportunities is the objective of the group. Rather, they expressed that the objectives of the 
baha or ikub are assisting each other in times of need and sharing information. One leader 
stated that providing credit opportunities to the poor is one of the objectives of his group. 

In general, the baha and ikub groups are not focussed specifically on assisting the poor. 
In practice, they also hardly reach them. This is mainly caused by the rule that every member 
has to make regular contributions to the savings. As not many poor people are able to save 
money, they can not join a baha or ikub group. The baha and ikub groups with the lowest 
contributions, therefore, have the best chances to reach the poor. Furthermore, if poor 
members get the assurance that they will receive the money first, they are more able to make 
use of the opportunity. These groups also have better chances to reach the poor. 

When these groups reach the poor, they are able to tackle their most urgent needs and 
problems. The members are free to spend the money as they like and they will most likely use 
it for their most urgent needs and problems. Whether all these needs and problems can be 
tackled effectively, however, greatly depends on the amount the member receives. As a 
member can never receive more than it will contribute, the paradox situation may arise that 
the persons who need the money most, will receive it the least. If a group is able to overcome 
this � by, for example, providing a person with a large amount of money after only a few 
(relative small) contributions � the poor members may not only be able to tackle their most 
urgent needs, but even some of the causes of poverty. 

In conclusion, the baha and ikub systems seem to function well with relation to tackling 
the most urgent needs and problems of the poor and, although to a lesser extent, with relation 
to tackling some of the causes of poverty. However, as these systems reach the poor only in a 
very limited extent, the overall contribute to poverty reduction is small. 
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5 
 

The zakât 
 
 
In this chapter the last indigenous systems of social security is described, namely the zakât. 
Zakât is the obligation of every Muslim to distribute a certain amount of his/her wealth to the 
poor. It is one of the five pillars that form the basis of the Islamic religion69. The providing of 
charity is one of the most important obligations of Muslims and becomes an essential and 
sacred act of worship. Zakât is seen as the cornerstone of Islam's social security system. It has 
no equivalent in the Ethiopian Orthodox religion.  

First, the general rules and regulations of the zakât system are described. Furthermore, 
attention is given to the zakât system as practised in the city of Harar. In section 5.2, a look is 
taken at the activities of a local ngo, called the Samti Harari Development Organisation70. 
This ngo presents itself as the only organisation involved in the collection and distribution of 
zakât in Harar. Attention is also paid to some suspicions people have on the functioning of 
Samti. Then, information is given on the extent to which the zakât system, as practised by 
Samti, complies with the different aspects of poverty reduction. The chapter ends with some 
conclusions on the contribution of zakât to poverty reduction. 
 

5.1   The zakât system 
 
When the prophet Mohammed was asked �What is Islam?�, he answered, ��Islam is to testify 
that there is no god but Allah and Mohammed is the Messenger of Allah, to establish prayer, 
pay zakât, fast Ramadan and to make pilgrimage to the House if you are able to do so.�� (al-
Qardawi 1999:25). This passage shows that the payment of zakât is an important aspect of the 
Islam. In the Qur�an, the command for Muslims to pay zakât is often mentioned together with 
the command to offer prayer. It is even stated that ���the prayer of him who does not 
practise zakât is meaningless.��(ibid. 17) 

But what is zakât? As mentioned above, it is the obligation of every Muslim to give part 
of his wealth to the poor and destitute. In order to give a more thorough answer to this 
question, a description of the zakât system71 is given. In the following, the genesis, objective 
and rules and regulations on payments, collection and distribution, and beneficiaries, are 
discussed. Furthermore, a look is taken at the practise of zakât is the city of Harar. 
 
The genesis 
The payment of zakât has not always been an obligation for Muslims. In the early days of the 
Islam, it was mentioned in the general form of voluntary payments to the poor. Still, caring 
for the poor and destitute was often emphasised by the Qur�an. The verses on zakât during 
this early period describe the practice of zakât as essential to the character of sincere 
                                                 
69 The five pillars include believing in the profession of faith (shahâda), performing the ritual prayers (salât), 
giving of alms (zakât), fasting during the Ramadan (sawn) and performing the pilgrimage (hadj). Bartels 1997: 
125   
70 In this thesis the Samti Harari Development Organisation will be referred to as �Samti�, for the organisation is 
mostly known by this name. 
71 It is difficult to speak of the zakât system. Rules on the zakât system differ between different branches of 
Islam. In this paragraph, the most common views on zakât are described. 
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believers. However, the verses do not indicate the obligatory nature of zakât. It was left to the 
faith and brotherly feelings of individuals to decide upon the payment and amount of zakât 
given. (ibid. 14-15) 

In general, it is agreed that the prophet Mohammed made zakât obligatory in Medina. 
There is disagreement, however, on the year the obligation of zakât was imposed. According 
to common opinion, this occurred in the year 2/623-472. Others place its introduction in the 
year 1/622-3 or 4/625-6 or even as late as the year 9/630-1. (Bearman et. al. 2002: 407) 

In Medina, Muslims had their own society, political power and a state. Under these 
circumstances, the Islamic requirements, which had been general directions and advice in 
Mecca, became specific and well-defined laws and regulations (al-Qardawi 1999:16). The 
characteristics of this Medinan era made it possible to give the details of zakât in the Sunna73. 
The Sunna specifies, among others, the kinds of wealth subject to zakât, the amounts to be 
given, the categories of peoples that receive zakât, and details for distribution (ibid. 22). 
Below, the rules on the different aspects of the zakât system are discussed. First, a look is 
taken at the objectives of zakât.  
 
The objectives of zakât 
Zakât has different objectives for contributors and recipients. In case of the zakât contributors, 
the foremost objective of zakât is �to elevate the spirit of human beings above the love of 
material acquisition� (ibid. 538). It is seen as a means of purifying the soul of a Muslim from 
greed and to train him in the virtues of generosity in order to gain admittance to Paradise. 
Furthermore, paying zakât is seen as an expression of thankfulness to Allah.  

For the recipients, the objective of zakât is �to satisfy the essential needs of those who 
are not lucky enough to have wealth of their own so they can enjoy the bounties of Allah and 
contribute to the progress of society� (ibid. 547). These essential or basic needs include food, 
shelter, sanitation, clothing, education and health care. Furthermore, items needed to earn an 
income are also regarded as a basic need (ibid. 88). Zakât, therefore, aims �at making the poor 
own the means of production by giving them the tools and machinery necessary for 
productive work, so that persons given zakât are removed forever from the category of the 
poor and needy� (ibid. 554). Those who are not able to work are given regular relief at certain 
intervals. 
 
Payment of zakât 
The Qur'an and Sunna together specify the rules on the kinds of wealth subject to zakât, the 
applicable rates, the minimum amounts exempted, and the persons obliged to pay zakât. 
Regarding the kinds of wealth subject to zakât, the general rule is that zakât is due on property 
that actually grows or has the potential for growth through, for example, business, animal 
breeding, or seed planting (ibid. 77). The Qur'an and Sunna refer to zakât on livestock, crops, 
gold and silver, mines and treasures, and merchandise. Some scholars therefore believe that 
zakât is due on these kinds of wealth only. Others believe that the condition for growth can be 
used as a criterion for determining the kinds of wealth that are subject to zakât, even if they 
are not specifically mentioned. These scholars include buildings, earnings, and shares and 
bonds as property subject to zakât. (Bearman et. al. 2002: 411-414) 

 The amount of zakât one has to pay on his wealth differs between different kinds of 
property. In general, the rate of zakât is inversely related to the efforts and input needed to 

                                                 
72 In this paragraph, the years are written for both the Muslim and the Christian calendar. The year 2/624 
indicates the year 2 for the Muslim era and the year 624 for the Christian era. 
73 The Sunna, or the words and actions of the prophet, is the practical manifestation of the Qur'an. The Qur'an 
usually gives only the main principles of the Islam, without minute details, while the Sunna explains, gives 
details, and provides the scope and the specifications of the general verses of the Qur'an. (Al-Qardawi 1999: 22) 
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make the property grow. Thus, where crops have been irrigated without expenditure on water 
or employment of human and animal labour in carrying the water to the plants, the rate is ten 
percent. While the rate is five percent if crops have been irrigated by water purchased or with 
human and animal labour. In all cases, the rates of zakât differ between two-and-a-half and 
ten percent. (ibid. 411-414) 

The Islam does not impose zakât on all amounts of growing wealth. One must have a 
minimum amount of property before it is required to pay zakât. This condition releases the 
poor from the obligation to pay. After all, zakât is meant to help the poor. It would be 
meaningless to take zakât from those who are themselves in need of help. The minimum 
amount, or nisab, differs between different kinds of property. The nisab for cattle is thirty, 
while the nisab for crops is five awsuk74 and the nisab for silver is two hundred dirhams75. It is 
said that the minimum amounts of crops and silver were each enough to sustain a family of 
three for one year, and were thus a reasonable measure of wealth. (ibid. 411-413) 

Besides the requirement of a minimum amount, zakât is only due on property if the 
property has been held for a period of one lunar year. Furthermore, the nisab for the property 
should be maintained throughout the holding period, or hawl. The requirement of a holding 
period is understood to provide an opportunity for the assets to grow. The rule, therefore, only 
applies to assets designated for growth, such as livestock, gold and silver, and merchandise. It 
does not apply to crops, mined minerals or treasures since these are the products of growth 
and do not grow themselves. (al-Qardawi 1999: 95-97) 

From the above conditions, it becomes clear that the poor are exempted from the 
obligation to pay zakât. They are, however, the only ones. In general, it is agreed that all 
Muslims, including children and the mentally ill, have the obligation to pay zakât. Since it is 
strictly a religious order, non-Muslims, even if living in Islamic states, are not required to pay 
zakât. (ibid. 41, 63) 
 
Collection and distribution of zakât 
The Qur'an and Sunna state that the Islamic government is responsible for the collection and 
distribution of zakât. Several reasons are given for this regulation. First of all, not all people 
may be inclined to pay the zakât voluntarily. In such cases, the poor will not obtain what 
Allah has meant for them. The government can make sure everybody fulfils the payment of 
zakât. Secondly, when receiving the zakât from the government, the poor can not be exposed 
to possible humiliation by the contributor. Finally, when left to individuals some poor persons 
may be forgotten or neglected. The government can make sure everybody, who is entitle to 
receive zakât, will receive it. (Al-Qardawi 1999: 474-479) 

Where the government does not fulfil these tasks, individuals should distribute the zakât 
themselves, or turn to intermediaries � such as imams, Sufi orders or non-governmental 
institutions � to distribute it for them. Nowadays, the majority of Muslims are dependent on 
these manners of distribution, since governmental schemes are only available in Saudi Arabia, 
Libya, Yemen, Malaysia, Pakistan and Sudan. (Bearman et. al.  2002: 420) 

Besides the manner of distribution, rules are set for the location of distribution. In 
general, it is believed that zakât should not be removed from the location of the property from 
which it has been collected. There is disagreement, however, to the extent that this rule must 
be applied. Some scholars believe that zakât can only be moved if the zakât exceeds the needs 
of the local classes of recipients and only to the nearest locality with qualified recipients. 

                                                 
74 Wasak (plural awsuk) is a measure of volume. The approximate equivalent to five awsuk in measures of 
weight is 609.84 kg. Bearman et. al.  2002: 412 
75 Two hundred dirhams of silver equals circa 592.9 grams of silver, which has a present value around $90 US. 
Bearman et. al.  2002: 413 
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Other scholars believe that it is allowed to move zakât for the purpose of distributing it to 
those in greater need than the local qualified recipients. 

So far, the question remains unanswered to whom the zakât must be distributed. It has 
become clear that the poor are among the qualified recipients. But they are not the only ones. 
The next paragraph discusses who are entitled to receive zakât. 
 
Beneficiaries 
The Qur'an specifically mentions those entitled to receive zakât. It states that the collected 
zakât is for: �the poor, the needy, those who collect it, reconciling people�s hearts, freeing 
slaves, those in debt, spending in the way of Allah, and travellers� (9:60)76. The fact that the 
poor and the needy are the first two categories of people deserving zakât, highlights the fact 
that the primary aim of zakât is to eliminate poverty. Jurists differ as to which of these two 
classes is more disadvantaged, the poor or the needy. Some define the poor as a person who 
owns nothing, and the needy as one who owns not enough to satisfy his basic needs. While 
others define them the other way around. However, this dispute is ultimately irrelevant for the 
practice of zakât, because both categories are included among the entitled recipients. (al-
Qardawi 1999: 343-345) 

The inclusion of the third category, those who collect zakât, indicates that, by the rule of 
Islam, the zakât collection and distribution should be through an organised body with paid 
employees. The employees are made recipients in order to avoid any possible attempt on their 
part to impose additional duties on zakât payers for their own benefits. (ibid. 366) 

The fourth category of recipients includes people who have recently become Muslim, 
who need to strengthen their commitment to the Islamic faith, who deal with hostile non-
Muslims or who will be able to convert others. Some jurists declare that Islam has achieved 
such a secure and stable presence in this world that there is no longer a need to use the zakât 
for this category. The fifth category, freeing slaves, is often also regarded as no longer 
relevant, as slavery is said not to exist anymore. (Bearman et. al.  2002: 415-418) 

The last three categories include those who do not own the nisab above what is needed 
to pay their debts (category six), those striving for the cause of Allah, either armed in the 
jihad77 or with the weapons of argument and persuasion (category seven) and those, who, in 
the course of their journey, find themselves without available assets to meet their expenses 
(category eight) (ibid. 415-418). 

The above eight categories do not necessarily have to receive an equal share of zakât. 
The poor and needy are believed to be the most important categories of all and should receive 
more than the rest. In general, the distribution to the different categories should be based on 
the respective needs and number of people included. When zakât proceeds are small, as is the 
case when a person distributes it by himself, all may be spent on one deserving person, as 
dividing a small amount diminishes its usefulness and would not enrich zakât recipients. (al-
Qardawi 1999: 442-443) 
 
From the above description of the zakât system it has become clear that, although the most 
important rules and regulations are laid out in the Qur'an and Sunna, many details are open for 
interpretation. Due to this, the zakât system takes (slightly) different forms in different 
societies. Next, a look is taken at the zakât system as practised in Harar. 
 

                                                 
76 The Holy Qur'an, Sura 9, verse 60. The Qur'anic names for the eight different categories are: fukara, masakin, 
amilun alayha, al-mu’allafa kulubuhum, rikab, gharimun, fi sabil Allah, and ibn al-sabil. 
77 The jihad is the holy war for Muslims, which aims at defending Muslim territory from non-Muslim 
aggressors.  
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The practise of zakât in Harar 
Since the execution of the zakât system differs in different societies, it becomes necessary to 
have a closer look at the practise of zakât in the city of Harar. Below, information is provided 
on the payment of zakât, its collection and distribution and the recipients. This information 
was received from the imam of the Grand Mosque in Harar, who also teaches at the largest 
Qur'anic school in town78. 

The Sheck started by explaining that not all men are equally wealthy. Allah, therefore, 
made it an obligation for the rich to give a portion of their wealth to the poor at the end of 
every financial year. This is the obligation to pay zakât. The main objective of zakât is to 
enable the poor to become self-sufficient. A person who has received zakât one year should 
be able give zakât the next year. 

Not every Muslim is obliged to pay zakât. According to the Sheck, a person only has 
the obligation to pay zakât if he is able to fulfil the basic needs of himself and his family and 
to hold savings worth 85 grams of gold throughout the year. These requirements coincide 
with those set by the Islamic books.79 He explains that the amount free of zakât is quite high 
for Harari standards of wealth. Many people do not hold savings at all, let alone one worth 85 
grams of gold. However, there is a strong motivation in Harar to pay zakât and a lot of people 
that have less than the required amount still distribute zakât. 

The people mostly distribute the zakât themselves, as Harar lacks a well-established 
organisation that could distribute the zakât for them. The government of the HPNRS is not 
involved in the collection and the distribution of zakât and neither are the local mosques. The 
Samti Harari Development Organisation is involved in the distribution, but, according to the 
Sheck, it is not well organised. If persons would come to him for advice on how to distribute 
their zakât, he would tell them the best way is to do it yourself. If one would live in a Muslim 
country like Saudi Arabia, it would be better to give the money to the government 
organisation. In Harar, however, it is better to go to the homes of the people entitled to receive 
zakât and give it to them directly. 

Regarding those persons entitled to receive zakât, the Sheck explains that not all the 
eight categories named in the Qur'an are present in Harar. There are no authorised zakât 
collectors in Harar and there are no slaves. Of the present categories, the poor and the needy 
are the most important and also the most numerous. They have to be helped because they 
cannot fulfil their basic needs. Those that have converted to Islam also live in Harar. They 
often need help, because their families may not support them anymore after they have 
accepted the Islamic faith. Another category is that of debtors, but according to the Sheck, it 
is very small. Regarding those striving for the cause of Allah, the Sheck commands that one 
should not immediately think of war or violent actions. In Harar, this category includes 
persons who strive for the freedom to practice Islam not only in Harar, but in the whole of 
Ethiopia. This is necessary, because the national government does not always guarantee this 
freedom. The travellers, the last category, are also present in Harar. The Sheck believes, zakât 
should be given to those who have to travel for medication or an education and those who 
have no money to return to their homes after their journey to Harar. 

Although all of the aforementioned groups are entitled to receive zakât, the poor and the 
needy should be given preference in the distribution of zakât. These people are not able to 
obtain the basic needs for living, such as food, shelter, clothing, education and medication. 
According to the Sheck, the needy are those persons who have nothing at all, while the poor 
are those who have a little but not enough to fulfil their basic needs. If a person would need 
                                                 
78 In this text, the imam is referred to by his religious title of Sheck. 
79 As stated earlier, it is believed that the nisab on different property is sufficient to provide a family in their 
basic needs. The nisab on gold is set at twenty dinars, which equals around 84.7 gram. The present value of this 
amount of gold is around $800 US. 
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approximately ten birr a day to obtain all the basic needs, a poor person has an income of 
around seven birr and a needy person around four birr. Both are not able to obtain all their 
needs, but the needy may not even be able to eat everyday. 

As a lot of poor and needy persons in Harar are not Muslim, a debate started whether 
zakât should also be distributed to them. The Sheck believes it would be better to give 
preference to Muslim recipients, mainly because of practical reasons. Zakât is meant to solve 
the problems of the poor and those who have received zakât should be able to pay zakât the 
next year. If zakât is given to non-Muslims, however, these persons can not be forced to 
distribute zakât themselves once they have obtained some wealth. 
 
The above paragraph has tried to describe the general practise of zakât as well as the practise 
of zakât in Harar. It has shown that zakât is a religious order for all Muslims to pay part of 
their wealth to the poor, in order to help them overcome poverty. In Harar, the distribution of 
the zakât is done either by individuals themselves, or by an organisation like Samti. The next 
paragraph discusses the activities of this organisation with relation to the collection and 
distribution of zakât.  
 

5.2   The Samti Harari Development Organisation80 
 
The Samti Harari Development Organisation is a local ngo, which was erected in Harar in 
1999. It was established to improve the quality of Hararis� life by assisting those Hararis in 
need (Samti 2003). In order to reach its goal, Samti provides a variety of vocational training 
to the Harari youth and collects and distributes zakât. 

This section looks at the activities of Samti related to the collection and distribution of 
zakât. Although the Harari Development Association (HARDA), another local ngo, also 
distributes zakât if people request them to distribute it for them, Samti is the only organisation 
that systematically collects and distributes zakât. Therefore, only this organisation is taken 
into account.  
 
The objectives of the organisation 
As mentioned above, the objective of the organisation is to improve the life of the Harari 
society in Harar. According to its web site, it further has the objective to preserve and 
strengthen the Harari culture, faith, history, and oral and spiritual values in order to pass them 
on to generations to come (ibid). 

Its activities related to the collection and distribution of zakât seem to focus mostly on 
preserving the Harari culture. A member of the Board of Directors explained that the aim of 
the zakât activities is to hold together and strengthen the afocha groups, which are important 
actors in preserving the Harari culture. In order to reach this aim, Samti provides extra 
funding to the groups for assisting their members. This extra funding comes from the money 
collected as zakât. It appears that Samti�s zakât activities are, thus, not directly aimed at 
poverty reduction or enabling persons to be self-sufficient. The latter are, however, the 
official objectives of zakât as stated in the Qu�ran and Sunna. How the collection and 
distribution are organised is discussed below. 
 
The collection of zakât 
The collection of the zakât money takes place during Ramadan. During that month, 
employees of the organisation will go to the houses of the rich Harari people to collect their 

                                                 
80 Unless stated otherwise the information presented in this section is derived from the interviews with a member 
of the Board of Directors of Samti (10-02-2003 en 16-04-2003) 
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zakât. According to the informant, the people are familiar with Samti and its employees and 
will give them the money without problems. People can also stop by the office of the 
organisation at a time that is convenient for them, in order to present their zakât money. A 
third option is to send the money to Samti. This is done by Harari persons who, for example, 
reside in Addis Ababa or another city. It is also possible to make a contribution or pay ones 
zakât money via their web site (ibid.). However, the informant expressed that most of the 
assets are from the Harari community in Harar. In total, the organisation collects around one 
hundred thousand birr zakât money a year. 
 
Usage of zakât 
According to Samti, the organisation only spends the zakât money for assisting the poor. Most 
of the time, the beneficiaries receive a small amount of money, around thirty birr each, which 
they are free to use as they like. The only condition set is that the money should not be used 
for things that are forbidden by the Islam, such as alcohol or pork. A few informants said that 
they had also received dates, the traditional fruit for Eid-al-Fitr81. They had received three kilo 
of dates, which amounts to another thirty to forty birr. It is not clear why some received the 
fruit in addition to the money and others did not. 

Even though the head of the zakât distribution is also allowed to receive zakât money by 
the rule of the Islam, Samti does not spend the zakât money on this. The Board of Directors 
and the employees of the organisation are paid by voluntary contributions from the Harari 
society. The informant explained that some people pay a monthly amount of one birr to the 
organisation, which is used for paying the employees. He further explained that the zakât 
money is never used for projects like building schools, sanitation or water pumps, as the Islam 
forbids this.  

Given the above information, there seems to be a discrepancy between the aim of the 
zakât activities of Samti and usage of the zakât by the organisation. Although it was stated at 
fist that the zakât money is used to strengthen the afocha groups, later statements expressed 
that it is used solely to assist the poor. However, the afocha groups are still involved in the 
zakât activities of the organisation. This becomes clear when looking at the distribution of 
zakât. 

 
The distribution of zakât 
Samti organises the distribution of the zakât money through the afocha groups. The 
organisation calls on the afocha leaders to prepare a list with the names of those members that 
are entitled by Islam to receive zakât. Then, Samti presents the afocha leaders with a certain 
amount of money, depending on the number of people on the list, which the leader can 
distribute to the listed members. 

However, the afocha groups are not the only actors involved in the distribution of zakât. 
The informant explained that, in order to reach the poor that are not connected to an afocha, 
the distribution is also executed by the organisation itself. The employees of Samti prepare a 
list with the names of those poor persons and distribute it to them directly. It remained 
unclear, however, how and when this distribution takes place. 
 
Selection of the beneficiaries 
Generally speaking, there are two groups of beneficiaries; (poor) persons that belong to an 
afocha and those that do not. The selection of the beneficiaries in these groups takes place in a 
different way. The leaders of afocha groups select their members, while the employees of 
Samti select the non-members. Unfortunately, the selection procedure of the latter is 

                                                 
81 Eid-al-Fitr is the holiday at the end of the fasting month Ramadan. It is also known as the �sugar holiday�.  
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unknown, as the organisation was reluctant to give any information on the procedure. 
However, some selection criteria were mentioned. First of all, it was emphasised that the 
organisation keeps to the rules of the Islam when selecting the beneficiaries. Furthermore, one 
has to be Muslim in order to be considered. Lastly, it was stated that the focus group of Samti 
are the poor Harari people, therefore the available assets go to this population group. 82 

These selection criteria can also be found when looking at the selected afocha groups 
approached by Samti. Samti did not call on every afocha to prepare a list with beneficiaries. 
Of the eleven afocha groups in the research only seven were selected by Samti to distribute 
zakât money, even though all groups had poor members and all were strictly Muslim.83 
However, not all groups had predominately Harari members. The two groups with a majority 
of Oromo members were not selected.  

This does not explain, however, the rejection of the other two afocha groups, as their 
member were mostly Harari. According to the leaders and members of these two groups, 
Samti does not recognise them because they support the opposition party, the HPDP, instead 
of the government party, the Harar National League. This would mean that Samti has another 
(salient) criteria for selecting the afocha groups, namely the political standpoint of the 
members. The fact that Samti never mentioned this criterion is not very strange, as such a 
policy would make the organisation an extension of the Harar National League. 

Once Samti has selected the different afocha groups, it is up to the leaders of those 
groups to select the members that will receive zakât. This selection is made without 
interference by Samti. The informants explained that the leaders are aware of the regulations 
of the Islam and know best which members should receive the money. It was, therefore, 
believed to be unnecessary to establish rules on how the members should be selected. 
However, the organisation did organise a meeting for all afocha leaders prior to the selection. 
Several afocha leaders stated that during this meeting they were urged by Samti to bring the 
zakât money to the poor. As one leaders said: �They told us to fear Allah and not to misuse 
the money�. 

As there are no set rules on how the selection of the beneficiaries should take place, the 
afocha groups have different procedures. The committee members usually decide whose 
name is put on the list for Samti. In some groups the committee makes these decisions 
without consulting the members. One leader of such a groups explained that the committee 
knows who is poor and who is rich, consultation is therefore not necessary. In other groups 
the committee and the members establish the list together. In these cases the group holds a 
meeting during which the afocha members can speak out to the committee (and other 
members) that they are in need of the zakât money.  

Many informants emphasised that all requests made at such meetings are legitimate and 
made only by those in real need of it. They explained that everybody knows the rules set by 
the Islam and that it would be very hard for a person to live with himself if he cheated his 
religion to get the money. However, a few informants told a different story. One leader 
explained that deciding who should receive zakât created a conflict between the members. He 
stated that all members had the chance to request the committee for the zakât money, but not 
all requests were granted. Sometimes the committee and other members would tell a person 
�You are not poor!�. These persons got angry and started a discussion, saying that others 
could not be aware of their situation. In the end many people were upset. The man believed it 
would be better if Samti simply gave the zakât to all who want it, so that conflicts are 
prevented. He explained that had it not been to help the poor, the afocha would like to stop 
distributing the zakât, because it only creates conflict among the members. Another informant 
                                                 
82 One could question whether the last criterion is not in violation with the first, since the Islam places religion 
above ethnicity and emphasis that all Muslims should be treated equally. Al-Afghānī 1982: 21 
83 See interviews with the different leaders of the male and female afocha 
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explained that all the members in his afocha received zakât, the poor and the rich alike. The 
committee had decided to do this after conflicts had arisen within the group, due to the 
distribution of the zakât. 
 
Number of beneficiaries 
Samti stated that every year several thousand people receive zakât money through the 
organisation. The highest number of people that ever received zakât in one year was said to be 
ten thousand. Normally this number varies between three- and four thousand. 

How many of these beneficiaries are approached through the afocha and how many 
through the organisation is not clear. Of the seven afocha approached by Samti, around 220 of 
the 507 members received zakât money. Although Samti does not have a restriction on the 
number of names an afocha can enlist, it was stated by some afocha leaders that the unwritten 
rule is that one can enlist approximately one-third of the members. If the afocha has many 
poor members, this could go up to half of the members. Indeed, most of the groups had 
enlisted between 25 and 33 percent of the members. Two groups, however, enlisted 75 and 
one hundred percent of their members. 

It was previously estimated that the average number of members in one afocha group is 
around eighty. Given the fact that there are 36 afocha groups in Harar, this would mean that 
around 2,880 people are members of an afocha. Even if half of these members receive zakât 
money through Samti, it would mean that approximately 1,440 of the three thousand 
beneficiaries are connected to an afocha. The remaining beneficiaries are poor people who are 
not connected to an afocha. 
 
Accusations against Samti84 
During the research it became clear that a significant number of people accuse Samti of 
corruption. Informants believed that Samti collects much more money than the one hundred 
thousand birr stated by the organisation. They explained that Samti does not only receive 
money from Hararis in Ethiopia, but also from Hararis abroad85. As these people often earn a 
lot of money they also have to pay a lot of zakât. Several informants stated that one Harari 
working in Saudi Arabia can easily send Samti fifty thousand birr. As a result, they felt that 
the organisation is holding back money. 

Others also accused Samti of misusing the zakât money. They felt that giving a small 
amount of money to as many poor as possible is counterproductive, because it does not enable 
them to overcome poverty. They expressed that zakât should be given in such a way that 
those who receive it this year will be able to pay zakât the next. Therefore, the money should 
be used for income generating projects, schools and the like. However, it seemed to the 
informants that Samti is not interested in reducing poverty. Instead it is only interested in 
increasing the number of people who have received zakât, so that it can say �look how good 
we are, we have given zakât to this number of people�. 

One informant explained that the local ngo HANDS (Harari National Development 
Society) developed the plan to bring all the zakât money into one basket in order to use it for 
development activities and income generating projects for the poor. However, when Samti�s 
employees heard about this proposal they became very angry and started to block the actions 
of HANDS. Although HANDS tried to explain to Samti that they would like to work with 
them and not against them, the situation became so tensed that HANDS decided to keep a low 
profile for a while. 

                                                 
84 Unless stated otherwise, the following information was received in interviews and informal conversations. For 
privacy reasons, however, none of the informants is named. 
85 Many Hararis live and work abroad: in the United States, Canada, Europe and especially Saudi Arabia.  
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In addition, not many informants believed Samti distributes zakât to those poor who are 
not connected to an afocha. They expressed that the money is divided among the afocha 
groups only. They therefore believed the number of beneficiaries to be much lower than three- 
to four thousand. Indeed, none of the poor informants, who did not belong to an afocha 
groups, ever received zakât money from Samti. Most of them had never even heard of the 
organisation. 
 
The above paragraph described the activities of Samti with relation to the collection and 
distribution of zakât. According to the organisation, it distributes around one hundred 
thousand birr to three- to four thousand poor people each year. These beneficiaries are 
approached either by the organisation or by the afocha groups. Samti, thus, has a close co-
operation with the afocha groups in order to select the beneficiaries and distribute the zakât. 
However, a significant number of informants questioned the activities on the organisation and 
accused it of corruption and misuse of the money. To what extent these accusations are true is 
difficult to establish. However, the number of accusations is too high to ignore, therefore they 
will be taken into account when analysing the extent to which these zakât activities contribute 
to poverty reduction. 
 

5.3   The contribution to poverty reduction 
 
As stated above, one of the objectives of zakât is to provide the poor with basic needs and 
means of production, so that they can be removed from the category of the poor forever. The 
system, thus, has a strong focus on reducing poverty. To what extent this objective is reached 
in practise depends greatly on the way it is executed.  

In Harar, the local ngo Samti is the only organisation that is systematically involved in 
the execution of this system. In this section, attention is paid to the contribution of the zakât 
activities of Samti to poverty reduction. First, a look is taken at the extent to which the zakât 
money distributed by Samti reaches the poor. Secondly, it is estimated to which extent it 
tackles the most urgent needs and problems of the poor. Furthermore, some comments are 
made on the extent to which it tackles the causes of poverty. Lastly, the opinions of the 
beneficiaries on the effects of the zakât are described.  
 
Reaching the poor 
Zakât is the only indigenous social security system included in this study that clearly has the 
objective to reduce poverty. In chapter one it was concluded that one of the conditions to 
reach this objective is to reach the poor. In order to establish if this condition is met and why 
(or not), it is important to look at the perceptions of poverty of the leaders and distributors of 
the system, at the conditions made for receiving zakât, and at who actually receives it. This is 
discussed below. 

Although Samti is responsible for the collection and distribution of zakât, it has become 
clear that its leaders and employees are not the only ones involved in the distribution. Samti 
approaches different afocha leaders in order to select beneficiaries and distribute the zakât for 
the organisation. As a result, it is important to look at the perceptions on poverty of both the 
employees of Samti and the afocha leaders. The perceptions of the latter were already 
discussed in chapter three, section 3.3. There, the conclusion was drawn that the perceptions 
of the afocha leaders coincide with the basic needs approach. 

Regarding Samti�s employees, it is a bit more difficult to draw conclusions, as only one 
informant was addressed during the study86. He, however, stated criteria of poverty similar to 
                                                 
86 I was not given permission to interview other persons working for Samti. 
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the basic needs approach. He explained that the poor are those persons who have nothing. 
Those that can not provide themselves or their families with sufficient food, drinking water, 
clothes or a proper house to live in. Their children do not go to school and they can not 
provide medical care for their parents. He felt that their situation is mainly caused by a lack of 
education and, as a result, the inability to find a regular job. 

However, it also became clear that poverty is not the only selection criterion for 
receiving zakât. The informant explained that in order to receive zakât one has to be a Harari 
Muslim. In addition, it appeared that affinity with the government party is another (salient) 
criterion, which Samti uses to select the beneficiaries. In accordance with these criteria, the 
approached afocha groups all had predominantly Harari Muslim members, which supported 
the Harari National League. Whether the beneficiaries outside the afocha groups also comply 
with these criteria is not known, as none of them was included in the research87. 

The conditions for receiving zakât have a negative impact on reaching the poor, as they 
exclude a large portion of the population. Although little over sixty percent of the population 
in Harar is Muslim, only 7.1 percent has the Harari ethnicity. This means that almost 93 
percent of the population is not considered for receiving zakât. This group becomes even 
larger if the zakât is only presented to persons who support the government party. In the end, 
only a selective group of possible beneficiaries remains � perhaps only five of six percent of 
the population.  

If these conditions are applied correctly, most poor persons will, thus, not be able to 
receive zakât money from Samti88. Furthermore, if the accusation that Samti does not 
distribute zakât to poor persons outside the afocha groups is true, even less poor persons will 
be reached. In chapter three, it was concluded that, although quite a few poor persons are a 
member of an afocha or iddir group, the majority of the poor do not belong to such groups. 
Therefore, only a limited amount of poor persons can be reached through the afocha groups. 

Within some afocha groups the rule applies that members have to request the zakât if 
they want to receive it. Although several leaders and members emphasised that it is 
considered shameful to ask the afocha for additional assistance, this does not seem to be the 
case for requesting zakât. Informants expressed that zakât is like a gift from Allah. If you are 
poor or needy, it is Allah�s will that you receive zakât. And you should always implement 
Allah�s will. Therefore, they did not consider it shameful to request the zakât if you are 
entitled to receive it. Although, the informants never mentioned it, it may also have to do with 
the fact that the zakât money comes from outside. Requesting it, therefore, does not decrease 
the resources of the afocha group or its members. One way or another, the condition that one 
has to request the zakât does not prohibit the poor from receiving it. 

All in all, the zakât distributed by Samti and the afocha leaders seems to reach the poor 
in a very limited extent. If Samti indeed only considers around six percent of the population 
as possible beneficiaries, and poverty is equally represented among the different population 
groups in Harar, it means that a maximum of six percent of the poor are reached. 

How many poor persons Samti reaches in practise is difficult to estimate. According to 
Samti, around three- to four thousand poor persons are reached every year. However, several 
informants questioned this number. All that is really known is that over forty percent of the 
members of the approached afocha groups received zakât. These included all their poor as 
well as several non-poor members. In the next paragraph, a look is taken at the extent to 
which the zakât enables these poor to tackle their most urgent needs and problems. 
 
                                                 
87 The member of the Board of Directors was reluctant to present me the names of these beneficiaries or to bring 
me in contact with (one of) them. Furthermore, I did not meet any of these beneficiaries by chance.  
88 Holding the assumption that poverty is equally represented in all ethnic groups in Harar. In reality, however, it 
appears that the Hararis may be underrepresented in the category of the poor.  
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Tackling the most urgent needs and problems 
Unlike the assistance of the afocha and iddir systems, zakât is not presented for specific needs 
or problems. Rather, it is presented to help the poor solve their problems in general. As a 
result, the perceptions of the leaders and distributors on the most urgent needs and problems 
are not very important, as long as they have a clear understanding of who the poor are. 
However, for the sake of completeness, some comments are made on this matter. In addition, 
a look is taken at the conditions for the use of the assistance and the actual use. Furthermore, 
the most urgent needs and problems of those who receive zakât and those that do not are 
compared.  

According to the poor approached during the research, their most urgent needs and 
problems include (a lack of) work/income, food, health care, shelter, and water. In chapter 
three, it was already established that the afocha leaders generally hold the same view, with the 
exception that they regard education as one of the most urgent needs as well. The same is true 
for the member of the Board of Directors of Samti. He regarded a lack of work and income as 
the most urgent problems of the poor, because it prohibits them to supply their families with 
such basic needs as food, drinking water, health care and shelter. Furthermore, he strongly felt 
that a lack of education is the most important reason why these people can not find a regular 
job. He sees education, therefore, as one of the most urgent needs of the poor. 

The zakât that is presented by Samti can be spent on any of the above-mentioned needs 
and problems, as long as it is not in violation of the Islam. The organisation emphasised that 
all Muslims are aware of this rule and that misuse is very rare. As the afocha leaders and the 
employees of Samti know the beneficiaries well, the organisation will always find out about 
the misuse and call the person to order.  

The different members of afocha groups that had received zakât from Samti expressed 
that they mostly used the money for the holiday at the end of Ramadan (Eid-al-Fitr). They 
explained that it is the most important holiday for Muslims. It is celebrated by visiting people 
and receiving guests, which you present nice food and sweets. Furthermore, it is common to 
wear new clothes during the holiday. As a result, the celebration is quite expensive. They use 
the zakât money to cover some of these costs, like some food or clothes for the children. 
However, all informants expressed that the thirty birr they received from Samti is not enough 
to cover all expenses. 

Two informants said that they had used the money for daily expenses and not for the 
holiday. They explained that they sell bread and injera for their income. However, during 
Ramadan, the people fast and there is not a lot of business. As a result, their income is very 
low during that time. The zakât money raises their income a bit and helps them to buy food 
for their families. They also agreed, however, that the money is not sufficient to cover their 
needs.  

Given the above information, it is not surprising that the most urgent needs and 
problems do not differ for those who receive zakât and those that do not. The zakât 
beneficiaries regard (a lack of) work/income, health care, water, shelter and food as their most 
urgent problems (see table 5.1). Although in a slightly different order, the other informants 
also regarded these needs/problems to be the most urgent. It can, thus, be concluded that the 
zakât system, as executed by Samti, does not tackle the most urgent needs and problems of 
the poor � at least not significantly. Whether the informants agree with the above conclusion 
will be discussed below. First, however, a look is taken at the extent to which the system 
tackles the causes of poverty. 
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Table 5.1  The most urgent needs/problems of zakât beneficiaries and other informants 
 
 Zakât beneficiaries Others 
Rank Need/problem Need/problem 
1 Work/ income Work/Income 
2 Health care Food 
3 Water Shelter 
4 Shelter Health care 
5 Food Water 
 
Tackling the causes of poverty 
During the research, the poor mentioned several causes of poverty. They felt that 
unemployment, the death of a family member and traditional farming all cause a lack of 
income, which was regarded as one of the most important causes of poverty. In addition, they 
felt that high expenses as a result of many children, expensive food and expensive cultural 
traditions also cause poverty. 

Not all these causes can be removed by providing the individual with money. For family 
planning, for example, providing information and changing attitudes on birth control are more 
important than money. However, in order to create income-generating opportunities or to 
modernise agriculture money in needed for schooling, starting capital, investments and 
farming equipment. 

Through the zakât system, individual are provided with money that they can use 
according to their needs. This gives the system the potential to tackle such causes of poverty 
as unemployment and traditional farming. However, a rather large amount of money is 
needed in order to tackle these causes. As Samti only provides each beneficiary with 
approximately thirty birr, it has virtually no effect on tackling the causes of poverty. 
 
Opinions on the effects of the zakât system 
All informants highly appreciated the zakât system. Especially the poor saw it as a sign that 
Allah cares for all his servants, including the poor. However, informants were not happy 
about the way Samti executes the zakât system. They felt that Samti does not reach the most 
important objective of zakât, namely to help the poor overcome poverty. 

Informants mentioned several reasons why Samti does not contribute to poverty 
reduction. First of all, they felt that Samti focuses too much on the afocha groups and the 
Harari community. As a result, only a selective group can receive zakât through Samti. They 
expressed that this is not fair towards other poor Muslims, who are also entitled to receive 
zakât.  

Secondly, they felt that the poor should receive a larger amount of money, so that it can 
really make a difference in their lives. All beneficiaries agreed that the amount of zakât they 
receive from Samti is too small to solve any of their problems. They expressed that thirty birr 
is hardly enough to provide a family of three with food for one week and far too little to repair 
a roof or start a small business. As the zakât money can not make a real difference they felt 
they might as well spend it on a bit of luxury, like a nice Eid-al-Fitr celebration. 

A few informants suggested that the zakât money should not be given to the poor 
directly, but used for developing projects that benefit the poor. They felt that this would have 
a greater effect on poverty reduction and on the community as a whole than to provide money 
to individuals; especially as the poor may not always know how to use the money effectively. 
Although Samti stated that it is not allowed to use zakât for projects, the Sheck expressed that 
it can be used for every activity that focuses on fighting poverty. 

In summation, all informants, including the beneficiaries, felt that the zakât systems as 
executed by Samti does not reduce poverty. The most important reasons for this are that Samti 
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distributes the zakât to a selective group and presents the beneficiaries only a small amount of 
money, which is not sufficient to obtain their needs or solve their problems. 
 

5.4   Conclusions 
 
Zakât is the obligation of every Muslim to distribute a certain amount of his/her wealth to the 
destitute. It forms one of the five pillars of the Islamic religion and, thereby, is one of the 
most important obligations for every Muslim. It is seen as a means to purify the soul from 
greed and to train a person in the virtues of generosity. Furthermore, the objective of zakât is 
to help the poor obtain their needs and overcome poverty. 

Many of the rules and regulations regarding the zakât system are stated in the Qur�an 
and Sunna. They specify the rules on the kinds of wealth subject to zakât � all property that 
grows or has the potential to grow � the applicable rates � between 2.5 and ten percent � the 
minimum amounts exempted � enough to sustain a family for one year � and the persons 
obliged to pay zakât � all but the destitute. The Qur�an also specifically mentions those 
entitled to receive zakât, of which the poor and the needy are the most important categories. 
In addition, it states that the Islamic government is responsible for the collection and 
distribution of zakât. Where the government does not fulfil these tasks, individuals should 
distribute the zakât themselves, or turn to intermediaries.  

In Harar, zakât is mostly distributed by individuals. However, the Samti Harari 
Development Organisation is also involved in the collection and distribution of zakât. 
According to the organisation, it collects around one hundred thousand birr from the Harari 
community in and outside Harar each year. The money is distributed through the organisation 
and several afocha groups to a total of around three- to four thousand poor persons. A 
significant number of informants, however, contested these numbers. They believed Samti 
receives more money and distributes it to less people than stated. 

Even if the numbers presented by the organisation are correct, the contribution to 
poverty reduction is still very limited. Due to its focus on the Harari community, the 
organisation does not consider the great majority of the population and, as a result, the poor. 
Furthermore, it presents only a small amount of money to the beneficiaries, which is not 
sufficient to tackle their most urgent needs and problems, let alone the causes of poverty. 

Informants, including the beneficiaries, agreed that the zakât system as executed by 
Samti does not contribute to poverty reduction. They felt that, in order to make a difference, 
the poor should receive a larger amount of money or that the money should be used for 
development projects in general. 
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6 
 

Development organisations and  
the social security systems 

 
 
During the past decade, it has been increasingly recognised that indigenous civil society 
institutions have a significant role to play as partners in development. Their indigenous 
character means that they can have greater legitimacy than institutions set up by external 
agencies and that they are more likely to provide on-going sustainable structures. As a result, 
both governments and ngo�s have sought partnerships with these institutions for development 
purposes. In Ethiopia, this has mainly occurred during the past five years. (Pankhurst 2001: 1) 

This chapter looks into the opinions of different development organisations operating in 
Ethiopia on the possibility to contribute to or co-operate with the indigenous social security 
systems discussed in chapters three to five. First, a look is taken at the criteria that have to be 
fulfilled before an organisation will consider to get involved in the systems. Secondly, the 
experiences of some development organisations with assisting and co-operating with these 
systems are described. 
 

6.1   Criteria for involvement89 
 
As became clear in the introduction, this study does not only pay attention to the contributions 
of the systems on poverty, but also to the extent to which it would be viable for development 
organisations to get involved in these systems90. Although this also depends on the way the 
systems function and contribute to poverty reduction, more criteria have to be fulfilled before 
organisations will start to consider assisting or co-operating with a system.  

For this study it was established whether development organisations are aware of the 
existence of the indigenous social security systems. It should be clear that if they do not know 
such systems exists, they can not consider getting involved in them. Secondly, attention was 
given to the assumptions of these organisations on the functioning of the systems. If the 
organisations, for example, think that the systems are not functioning well or are prone to 
corruption, they are not likely to be interested in assisting or working with them. Thirdly, the 
organisations should feel that their involvement will have positive effects on the achievements 
of the systems and the community as a whole. 

However, to what extent it is viable for development organisations to get involved in the 
systems does not entirely depend on the organisations. The actors of the social security 
systems have to be willing to accept the assistance and/or to co-operate with the development 

                                                 
89 Unless stated otherwise, the following information comes from the interviews conducted with employees of 
CISP, the Dutch Development Organisation (SNV), the Ethiopian Red Cross Society (ERCS), the Ethiopian 
Social Rehabilitation and Development Fund (ESRDF), the Harari Development Organisation (HARDA), the 
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), Menschen für Menschen (MfM), the Organisation for Social 
Service for Aids (OSSA), Oxfam International, Save the Children UK (SCUK), and the Women and 
Development Fund (WDF). 
90 In this study, the view is taken that organisations can get involved in the indigenous social security systems in 
two ways. The organisation can either assist a system in carrying out its task, or it can co-operate with the system 
in order to achieve its own (development) objective. 
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organisations. Only if all the above criteria are met, will it be possible for development 
organisations to get involved in the social security systems. This section discusses whether the 
approached organisations and social security system comply with these criteria. 
 
Awareness of the social security systems 
Almost all the employees of the different development organisations were familiar with the 
social security systems and their activities. This is not very surprising, however, as almost all 
of them were Ethiopians. They belonged to afocha or iddir groups themselves and some 
joined an ikub that was established with the employees of their organisation. The zakât system 
was known by both Muslims and Orthodox respondents. The latter explained that every year 
around Eid-al-Fitr, the media reports about Muslims handing out their zakât. Therefore, also 
the non-Muslims are familiar with the system. However, the respondents of Oxfam 
International and SNV, which resided in Addis Ababa, had never heard of Samti.   

The two expats interviewed within the ICRC were less well informed about the social 
security systems. The head of the sub-delegation had heard of the existence of afocha and 
iddir groups and thought they had something to do with funerals, weddings and social events, 
but he was not sure about it. Furthermore, he had no idea how these groups were organised. 
The co-ordinator of the water and sanitation projects had only heard of afocha groups. He 
believed these groups to exist out of the most influential people in a village and act like local 
councils. Neither of them was familiar with the baha or ikub system. After it was explained 
what these systems do, the head of the sub-delegation mentioned that the other day one of the 
employees suggested that they should start a saving group at the office. He was, therefore, 
aware that people sometimes save together. Both respondents knew about the zakât system, 
although they did not know that Samti was involved in the collection and distribution of it. 

In sum: the social security systems are known by the development employees. 
However, although all the Ethiopian employees were well aware of the systems, while this 
was not the case for the expats. In the next paragraph, a look is taken at how the informants 
judged the functioning of the systems. 

 
Assumptions on the functioning of the social security systems 
The interviewees that knew about the afocha and iddir systems generally believed these 
systems to be functioning well. They felt the groups are capable of performing their tasks 
concerning funerals, weddings and giving assistance for illness and other problems. 
Informants expressed that the leaders of the systems are well aware of the needs of their 
members, because they have close contact with them. Furthermore, as the members of a group 
have close relations with each other, they are more willing to help each other. However, it 
was recognised that the resources of the groups is often not sufficient to provide enough 
assistance to the members. The Aids epidemic was seen as the most important cause for this 
lack of financial capacity. Due to this epidemic, many people die and the groups have to 
spend more money on assistance for funerals than they receive from the members. Only a few 
informants felt that some leaders may be corrupted, but in general, the informants felt that, 
through the elections of the committee members, the members can call their leaders to order. 

The baha and ikub systems were also believed to function correctly. Those that were 
familiar with the systems expressed that the principle of the groups is very simple. Everybody 
that joins a baha or ikub receives the same amount of money as he has agreed to pay or paid 
already. Furthermore, as the exact same amount of money is distributed the moment it is 
collected, possibilities for corruption or mis-management are almost non-existent. As a result, 
informants felt that corruption does not occur within baha and ikub groups. In addition, they 
expressed that the members of a group often have strong social relations as they meet on a 
regular base. As a result, they are always willing to help each other by giving a member in 
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need the money. However, several employees did mention that the baha and ikub groups are 
mostly elite groups and not accessible to all, because one needs to be able to save money in 
order to join.  

Most informants that knew Samti is involved in the collection and distribution of zakât 
expressed that they know too little of its activities in order to establish whether it is executed 
correctly. Several expressed that they had heard rumours that Samti is corrupt, but none felt 
there is any clear evidence to confirm such rumours. According to the employees of HARDA, 
Samti is not an ngo, but a profit oriented business firm, which uses its profits for humanitarian 
projects. They were not sure, however, whether Samti also uses the zakât money for these 
projects. 

From the above, it has become clear that most informants felt the afocha, iddir, baha 
and ikub systems are functioning well. However, they felt they know too little of Samti in 
order to judge its functioning. Whether this influences their assumptions on the effects of a 
possible involvement with Samti is discussed in the next paragraph. 
 
Assumptions on the effects of assistance or co-operations 
Despite the general positive assumptions on the functioning of the different social security 
systems, not all organisations were interested in assisting or co-operating with these systems. 
Informants gave different reasons for this lack of interest, depending on which system it 
concerns and whether it concerns contributions or a co-operation. 

With relation to making (financial) contributions to afocha or iddir groups, most 
informants replied that their organisation is not likely to do this. As the activities of the 
groups are mainly focussed on assistance for funerals and weddings, they felt that the groups 
do not contribute to development or poverty reduction. As a result, it does not fit within the 
objective of the organisation to support these groups. In addition, several informants were 
afraid that providing the group with a significant amount of money plays into the hands of 
corruption. If this happens, the members may be worse off with the assistance than without. 

However, the employees of HARDA, Oxfam International and SNV mentioned that 
their organisation already contribute to afocha and iddir groups91 or that it would be possible 
to start doing this in the future. Most of these contributions concern starting capital for 
income-generating activities. These activities are supposed to enlarge the income of the group 
and, thereby, its resources to provide assistance to its members. The informants expressed that 
this not only benefits the members, but also helps to strengthen and empower the indigenous 
organisations. They dismissed the argument that afocha and iddir groups generally have too 
many members and too few management skills to run income generating projects. According 
to them, these groups are able to run such projects as long as they get proper information and 
guidance. 

The employees also held different opinions on whether their organisation should 
establish a co-operation with afocha and iddir groups in order to execute development 
activities. Five organisations were already co-operating with afocha and iddir groups92. Their 
employees expressed that working with these groups has many benefits for the organisation. 
As they are in the midst of society, these groups are extremely suitable for acquiring 
information, creating awareness and obtaining support for their activities. In addition, the 
groups can provide labour and financial resources for development projects.  

A report of SCUK concludes that the afocha and iddir have the quality of incorporating 
each and every member of the location in which it is established. Furthermore, on account of 
the importance of the functions that they fulfil, the afocha and iddir are highly respected 
                                                 
91 These contributions of HARDA and Oxfam International are discussed in more detail in the next section. 
92 The co-operations between these development organisations � which include the ERCS, HARDA, OSSA, 
SCUK, and WDF � and the afocha and iddir groups is discussed in more detail in section 6.2. 
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institutions in the society. As a result, the systems are well suited for the purpose of 
mobilising members and could also be used for, for instance, environmental sanitation and 
health education. (SCUK 1998: 44) 

Employees of the other organisations, however, had their doubts about co-operating 
with afocha and iddir groups. Several expressed that a co-operation may not be possible by 
the simple fact that these systems are not always available, especially in rural areas. Secondly, 
they feared that actively involving the groups in development activities may distract them 
from their original activities with relation to funerals and weddings. Although they felt that 
these activities do not contribute to development, they agreed that they are important to the 
people and the community. It would, therefore, not be good if such assistance disappears. 
Furthermore, they felt that development organisations should not ask the groups financial 
resources for development projects, as most groups do not even have sufficient resources to 
assist their members. 

In his paper for the development organisation ACORD, Pankhurst presents a few 
constraints on iddir being involved in development. First of all, he concludes that iddir groups 
often represent only certain sections of the population by sex, age, ethnicity, religions, wealth 
or other divisions. In addition, they often do not include the poorest of the poor, which is 
especially a disadvantage for development organisations. Thirdly, he states that many iddirs 
are not registered. Registration is both costly for some of the poorer iddir groups and often 
interpreted as a means of control by the government. However, iddirs that are not registered 
can not open bank accounts or obtain loans. Therefore, they can not easily become involved 
in more complex financial procedures and become partners with other organisations on an 
equal footing. (Pankhurst 2001: 12-14) 

With relation to the baha and ikub systems, the employees explained that it is not 
possible to (financially) assist these groups, as government rules prohibit this. Different 
informants explained that the government only allows ngo's to provide micro-credit through 
their own micro-finance institution or through the Line Offices of the government. Providing 
it through such indigenous institutions as the baha or ikub is, thus, not allowed. As most ngo's 
can not guarantee that they will work in a specific area for a long time, they rather do not 
establish their own micro-finance institutions. As a result, most micro-credit projects are 
channelled through the government. This is also the case for the micro-credit schemes of the 
development organisations incorporated in this study. 

When given a choice, however, most employees felt the government would still be the 
best partner for conducting the micro-credit schemes. The baha and ikub groups are usually 
not available in rural areas. Furthermore, the leaders of the groups often do not have the skills 
or the time to consider the credit worthiness of each beneficiary, provide training and execute 
the monitoring and follow-up. At the moment, the Line Offices do all these tasks. In addition, 
some informants answered that these groups are less sustainable than the Line Offices, and 
therefore less suitable. As a result, these employees felt that assisting or co-operating with 
these groups would decrease the quality of their micro-credit schemes. 

The employees of SNV and CISP, however, stated that they would seriously consider 
working with the baha and ikub groups. They expressed that the members of a group may 
consider the money as their own, which they will look after carefully. Given the social control 
within a group, corruption may therefore be less of a problem. Furthermore, the employees 
felt that the groups could handle the responsibility to manage the credits, as long as they are 
given the right training and guidance. Although this may increase the operational costs, it also 
empowers the people and strengthens the indigenous systems. 

With relation to other activities, such as obtaining information, creating awareness, 
obtaining support for projects or reaching the target group, the different informants felt that 
the baha and ikub groups are not the best systems to co-operate with for these purposes. They 
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explained that almost all members of a baha or ikub also belong to an afocha or iddir, while 
this is not true the other way around. Therefore, it is better to co-operate with the afocha and 
iddir for such purposes. Furthermore, the baha and ikub are mostly elite groups and can thus 
not be used to reach the target group of the poor. 

None of the development organisations that were familiar with Samti would consider 
contributing money to the organisation for its zakât activities. The employees gave several 
explanations for this. Mostly, they expressed that they know too little about the way Samti 
uses the zakât money and that they would never present it money without this knowledge. 
Furthermore, they felt it would be strange for a development organisation to give money to 
another organisation, while it could also use it for its own projects. Others stated that, even if 
the rumours are not true at all, Samti has at least a bad reputation. Therefore, it would not be 
wise to associate oneself with it. In addition, employees of Orthodox and western 
organisations felt that it may not be a good idea to contribute to zakât institutions in general, 
because zakât is only given to Muslims. They also doubted whether such institutions would 
even accept money from Orthodox or western organisations. 

The employees of HARDA and SCUK were more enthusiastic about a co-operation 
with Samti. However, they felt that development organisations should co-operate more with 
each other in general. They expressed that there is no network of development organisations 
in Harar. As a result, different organisations engage in the same activities and obstruct the 
activities of the other. HARDA also seemed to believe it would be better if the zakât money 
of the community was collected in one fund, in order to conduct development projects with it. 
HANDS had also put this idea forward, but it was sais that Samti rejected the suggestion. 

In sum, the informants of the development organisations did not agree on the effects of 
assistance to and/or co-operation with the indigenous social security systems. Some felt the 
effects could be positive for the systems, the community and the organisation, while others 
feared negative effects. In general however, the afocha and iddir were regarded as the best 
systems to work with. And indeed, several of the organisations already do. Before looking 
into the experiences of these organisations, however, the last criterion for involvement is 
discussed. This concerns the willingness of the social security systems to accept contributions 
of and co-operation with the development organisations. 
 
Acceptance of assistance and co-operation 
In general, all leaders of the social security systems said that they would accept (financial) 
assistance from development organisations. Furthermore, many of them expressed the hope to 
receive such contributions. This was especially the case for the leaders of the different afocha 
and iddir groups. Only one iddir leader stated that his group has enough resources to provide 
assistance to its members. All others expressed that the resources of the group is low and that 
they can not provide the assistance they would like to give. They felt that if organisations 
would give them money or help them to start income generating activities, the group could 
provide more assistance for, for example, health care and the care of orphans. Furthermore, 
the membership contributions could be lowered if the groups had additional income. In that 
case, more people would be able to join the afocha or iddir. Three iddir groups had already 
sent in project proposals to development organisations (among which the ESRDF), but so far 
none had received any reply. 

The leaders of the baha and ikub groups never actively sought (financial) assistance of 
development organisations, but most of them would be more than willing to accept it. The 
leaders of the two larger ikub groups already had clear ideas what to do with the assistance. 
They expressed that additional money would make it easier to provide loans to poor persons. 
Now, the poor always have to find somebody who stands surety for their debts. Not many 
people are willing to do this, because it often involves a lot of money. With money from 
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developing organisations, it would, for example, be possible to agree that the guarantor stands 
surety for only half of the money, while the other half is covered by the assistance. In that 
way, people face less risks, while enough is at stake to make sure that the income-generating 
activity of the poor is successful. 

Although employees of Orthodox and western organisations doubted whether Samti 
would accept their money, the organisation itself did not seem to have any objections. Even 
though it was stated that zakât is strictly an Islamic affair, Samti was willing to accept money 
from other organisations, regardless of their background. The Sheck and other informants also 
felt that contributions from development organisations should be accepted. 

It is interesting to note that all leaders immediately associated assistance with money. 
The leaders never mentioned assistance in the sense of providing training in management, 
accounting or other skills. When asked if they would also like to receive such assistance, most 
replied that they were not in need of it. Only a few women of afocha, iddir, baha and ikub 
groups said that such a training would be useful. However, they also felt capable of running 
their group without such training. 

The leaders of the different systems did not always welcome a co-operation with 
development organisations. Several afocha and iddir groups already participate in 
development activities. Most of their leaders expressed they are happy to contribute to the 
development of the community and therefore did not mind to participate. Some, however, felt 
that the organisations are asking for time, labour and funds that the group does not have. One 
leader felt stuck in the middle. On the one hand, he wants to help the community, but on the 
other hand he notices that not all members are willing to commit time and labour. He felt that 
if he does not co-operate with the organisations he fails to help the community, but that if he 
continues tension may arise within the group. This left him in an uncomfortable position. 
Furthermore, some leaders that had requested assistance of development organisations, were 
clearly frustrated by the fact that they invest in the activities of these organisations, but do not 
get assistance in return. Their willingness to co-operate in development activities was, 
therefore, becoming less and less. 

The leaders of the baha and ikub groups were never approached by development 
organisations to work with them. Furthermore, they were not very enthusiastic about the idea. 
They expressed that the afocha and iddir groups were already participating in activities of 
these organisation. As all their members also belong to an afocha or iddir group, the people 
are already involved. Some leaders felt that it would not be fair if they have to contribute 
more labour or time, just because they are a member of a baha or ikub in addition to an 
afocha or iddir. 

Samti was also not enthusiastic about a possible co-operation with other development 
organisations. The informant felt that the organisation is well capable of performing its 
activities on its own and that a co-operation was therefore not necessary. Furthermore, he 
feared that other organisations would have different interests, which would obstruct Samti 
from reaching its own objective; improving the life of the Harari society in Harar. 

In conclusion, most leaders are (more than) willing to accept financial assistance of 
development organisations, while a co-operation is not always welcomed. The latter has 
mostly to do with the feeling that organisations ask more resources than the people can or are 
willing to provide and/or that their interests do not comply with those of the system.  
In this section, it has become clear that only a few development organisations comply with the 
criteria for getting involved in the indigenous social security systems. As a result, only a few 
organisations may consider assisting the social security systems or establishing a co-operation 
with them. HARDA, Oxfam International and SNV are the only organisations that may 
consider providing assistance to the afocha and iddir systems, while ERCS, HARDA, OSSA, 
SCUK and WDF may consider co-operating with them. Concerning the baha and ikub 
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systems, only SNV and CISP fulfil all the criteria for involvement. HARDA and SCUK are 
the only ones that consider co-operating with Samti.  

However, the government does not allow organisations to work with baha or ikub 
groups and Samti is not willing to co-operate with other organisations. As a result, only the 
afocha and iddir systems remain as possible partners for development activities. Several 
development organisations already assist and co-operate with afocha and iddir groups. These 
experiences are discussed in the next section. 
 

6.2   Experience with assistance and co-operations93 
 
It is interesting to note that almost all development organisations that complied with the 
criteria for getting involved with afocha and iddir groups, have done so. SNV is the only 
organisation that fulfils all criteria, but has not (yet) assisted or worked with such groups. In 
this section, the experiences of the other organisations are discussed. Attention is given to 
what was done, why the groups were selected and which difficulties arose during the 
assistance or co-operation. 

HARDA and Oxfam International are the only organisations that provide direct support 
to afocha groups94. In both cases, the organisation helps afocha groups to start income 
generating projects. The informants explained that the income of such projects will enable the 
group to deliver more assistance to its members. In addition, the projects can cover communal 
needs. The Livelihood Co-ordinator of Oxfam International, added that only female groups 
are targeted. This has the additional advantage that it gives women productive roles in society 
and empowers them. An important reason for working with the afocha groups, is their 
sustainability. As the members have strong social relationships, the groups are more likely to 
last after the organisation leaves the scene. Furthermore, they are often the only organised 
groups available in an area.  

The Branch Manger of HARDA, explained that the organisation supports one �afocha� 
project. It concerns a water and sanitation project that is implemented by five afocha groups. 
These groups had proposed to build bathroom, toilet, water and laundry facilities in the 
market area of Harar. People can use these facilities for a small payment, which the groups 
use to increase their resources. HARDA agreed to give technical support as well as a fund of 
250,000 birr. The afocha groups contribute the labour and materials available in the area, such 
as sand and stones. They also manage the project. At the time of the interview, 
implementation of the project had just started and the facilities were being build. Therefore, 
the Branch Manager was not able to comment on any successes and/or difficulties during the 
project. 

Oxfam International supports several afocha groups in Eastern Haraghe Region. The 
Livelihood Co-ordinator explained that the groups propose an income-generating project, 
which has to be agreed upon by both Oxfam International and the Line Office of the 
government. If all three actors agree on the proposal, the organisation will provide the start-up 
capital, while the Line Office will assist the group with the implementation of the project.  

The project may concern a joint enterprise, run by the entire group, but also a revolving 
credit scheme. In the first case, however, Oxfam International tends to be a bit more careful 
with accepting the proposal. The employee explained that running a joint enterprise, like a 
                                                 
93 The following information comes from the interviews conducted with the employees of ERCS, HARDA, 
OSSA, Oxfam International, SCUK, and WDF. 
94 Both organisations expressed that they only have experience with working with afocha groups. As HARDA is 
focussed on assisting the Harari community in Harar, this is a conscious choice. For Oxfam International, on the 
other hand, this is caused by the fact that they work in the Eastern Haraghe Region, where most people are 
Muslims, and, thus, organised in afocha groups.  
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grain mill or husbandry, requires management skills that the women usually do not have. 
However, if they are very motivated and the Line Office agrees to assist, such an enterprise 
may work. More often, the afocha groups decide to provide loans to individual members. For 
example, the organisation may give ten thousand birr to an afocha, which uses the money to 
borrow one thousand or 1,500 birr to different members. Together with the Line Office, the 
group prepares rules on the use of the resources, the revolving period, and interest rates. 
Oxfam International also supports the group to get a legal status, in order to open a bank 
account. In the end, the members of the afocha group will be able to obtain a loan and start an 
income-generating activity.95 

The Livelihood Co-ordinator mentioned that there are many difficulties when working 
with the afocha groups. Most of these difficulties concern a lack of schooling and skills. He 
explained that the illiteracy level is very high and not many people have proper management 
skills. As a result, it takes time for groups to mature and to be able to run their own projects. 
Furthermore, if somebody is literate and knows math, it is usually a youngster. This creates 
problems, because the other members often do not accept a youngster as their leader. 
Furthermore, the youngsters are said to often have a programme of their own and to not 
represent the will of the group. Other problems that the organisation faces is that most afocha 
groups are not registered. Although, it helps the groups to get a license, this may take a long 
time. In rural areas, it further faces the problem that banks or other legal institutions may be a 
hundred kilometres away. Oxfam tried to arrange temporary agreements with other (local) 
institutions, but many groups faced difficulties when trying to get their money from these 
institutions. The main challenge, however, remains to educate the community and to stimulate 
experience sharing between groups in order to learn from one another. 

Although HARDA and Oxfam International are, thus, the only two development 
organisations that directly support afocha groups, several organisations are co-operating with 
the afocha and iddir. Such co-operation is mostly sought by the different organisations in 
order to obtain information and support for development projects, involve the groups in 
awareness creation projects, or obtain financial and labour assistance from them.  

The ERCS, HARDA, OSSA, SCUK, and WDF explained that they frequently contact 
the leaders of afocha and iddir groups in order to obtain information from them. The 
informants expressed that the leaders have a lot of knowledge about the community and its 
concerns, because the majority of the people belong to an afocha or iddir. As a result, they are 
the best institutions to contact when you need information.  

What kind of information is requested differs between the organisations. The ERCS, for 
example, receives information on who is already vaccinated, while OSSA receives 
information on who has Aids or is taking care of Aids orphans. This information helps the 
organisations to locate possible beneficiaries. HARDA and WDF also ask the afocha and 
iddir leaders to select beneficiaries for their activities. The employees of SCUK and HARDA 
added that the leaders know which issues concern the community and can, therefore, assist the 
organisation with setting up future programmemes. Furthermore, they can collect feedback 
from their members on plans or activities of the organisation. This helps the organisation to 
gain support for their projects. 

The ERCS, OSSA and SCUK also seek co-operation with afocha and iddir groups for 
their HIV/Aids awareness creation projects. The employees explained that the leaders of the 
groups are contacted in order to educate them and train them to promote HIV/Aids awareness. 
Pre-marriage sex and HIV/Aids are strict taboos in Harar and many (older) people feel that 
                                                 
95 It is interesting to note that, here, the afocha is (almost) transformed into a mirco-credit group. Furthermore, 
the assistance of Oxfam International seems to be directed at the members and not so much at the afocha group. 
One could, therefore, wonder if this should be categorised as assistance to afocha groups. Perhaps it is better to 
speak of co-operation with afocha groups. 
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sexual education and awareness programmemes encourage the youth to have sex. As a result, 
it is extremely difficult to inform the people about the disease. As the afocha and iddir leaders 
are respected persons in the community, to whom people listen, ERCS, OSSA and SCUK 
believe it is extremely important to educate and convince the leaders first. A difficulty of this 
approach, however, is that the leaders are often the elders in the community, who are the most 
suspicious of the programmes. Therefore, it takes a lot of time and patience to get results. 
However, it was said that once the leaders are convinced, the community will follow. 

The ERCS and HARDA also contacted afocha and iddir groups for financial and labour 
assistance for some of their activities. Employees of both organisations explained that if the 
organisation is, for example, constructing a school or a well, the groups located in the area are 
asked to contribute some money and provide manpower to construct it. The Branch Secretary 
of ERCS, further added that several iddir groups pay fifty cent per member per month to the 
organisation, in order to make use of the free first aid and ambulance service. He explains that 
the membership of these iddir groups is an important financial source for the ERCS. He 
would also like to include afocha groups, but the contact with them is not very good. 
According to him, the Muslim community in Harar feels that the ERCS is a Christian 
organisation, because of the cross in its emblem. He has requested the head quarters if the 
office in Harar could add the crescent, but he has not received any reply so far.  

It is difficult to judge the experiences of the different development organisations with 
assistance and co-operation with afocha and iddir groups. The informants expressed that these 
groups have many benefits, such as their sustainability, knowledge about community, their 
position in the community and labour and financial resources. However, organisations also 
face difficulties when working with these groups. These include a lack of schooling and 
(management) skill to run projects, suspicion of HIV/Aids awareness programmes, and the 
division by religions. 
 

6.3 Conclusions 
 
This chapter has looked into the knowledge and assumptions of different development 
organisations on the indigenous social security systems and on the possibility to get involved 
in them. It became clear that, although almost all the organisations are aware of the systems 
and generally believe they are functioning well, not all organisations are interested in assisting 
or co-operating with these systems. 

The informants regarded the afocha and iddir systems as the best systems to get 
involved in, especially for such purposes as awareness creation, obtaining information and 
support for development activities and for labour and financial assistance. Six of the eleven 
organisations already had some experience in assisting or co-operating with afocha or iddir 
groups. In general, they believed these experiences to be positive, especially were it 
concerned co-operations. Directly assisting the groups to start, for example, income-
generating activities was believed to be more problematic, mostly because the members lack 
schooling and skill to run such activities.  

The fact that the different development organisations seem to make more use of the 
knowledge, structure and capacities of the afocha and iddir than that they assist them, was not 
always appreciated by the leaders. Some felt that the organisations are asking too much of 
their group, while their own requests for assistance are denied. As a result, the willingness to 
co-operate with the organisations is becoming less and less. 

The fact that none of the organisations was involved in the baha or ikub systems is due 
to the government rules on micro-credit activities. These rules prevent that micro-credit is 
channelled through these indigenous systems. However, even if the possibility would exist, 
only two organisations said they would consider the possibility to get involved in these 
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systems. Most felt that the groups lack the skills and time to perform such activities well and 
that they are not sustainable enough. 

The zakât system as executed by Samti was the only system of which the organisations 
were not well aware. Furthermore, some employees had their doubts whether the system was 
functioning well. As a result, most of the organisations would not get involved with Samti. 
Samti itself was also not enthusiastic about a co-operation with other organisations, as it 
feared that it might obstruct Samti to reach its objective. 
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7 
 

Conclusions 
 
 
People in this world have always been confronted with different social, economic, political 
and ecological risks. From the early days on, it was recognised that most people are not able 
to limit the negative results of such risks by themselves. This resulted in the creation of public 
or collective arrangements that aim at protecting households and individuals against low or 
declining living standards arising from the situations of risk. These arrangements can be 
called social security systems. They try to accomplish a state of social security through 
providing households and individuals with basic needs, like food, shelter, health, protection 
and care. 

Although most people are thus not able to cope with situation of risks by themselves, 
this is even more the case for the poor. Furthermore, it has been recognised that the poor 
generally face more insecurities. They may, for example, live in the more polluted areas of 
cities or on land more prone to floods. This results in higher health and ecological risks, 
whereas they do not have the means to solve such problems.  

That the poor consider insecurities to be an urgent problem became clear during the 
1990s. Through consultations with the poor, the importance of vulnerability as an aspect of 
poverty was brought to the forefront. It made clear that poverty is not just a state of having 
little, but also of being vulnerable to losing the little one has. Vulnerability reinforces the 
poor�s sense of ill-being, exacerbates their material poverty, and weakens their bargaining 
position. 

This knowledge let to an increasing attention to the role of social security in poverty 
reduction. As vulnerability is seen as in intrinsic aspect of poverty, creating social security 
becomes a meaningful end in itself. However, it is also recognised for its potential effects on 
income, basic needs and empowerment. Creating social security can increase both the 
secondary income (through transfers) and the primary income (through high-risk, high-return 
activities) of the poor. Furthermore, it can assure that investments in basic needs, such as 
health care and education, are maintained during hard times. Lastly, participation in a social 
security system may enhance a person�s skills to function and influence or hold accountable 
the institutions that affect his life � in other words empower a person. 

The question remained, however, which systems would be best suitable for providing 
social security and reducing poverty. Formerly, statutory programmes of social security were 
thought to be best suited for these tasks. In accordance with the Western notion of social 
security, social security was seen as a civil right and task of the state. Indigenous systems of 
social security existing in developing countries were considered as obstacles in the path to 
modernisation and economic development and had to be replaced by modern systems. 

In the 1980s and '90s, however, the notion gained acceptance that statutory social 
security systems were failing miserably in developing countries. The statutory programs only 
cover those persons working in the formal sector. As a result, they lead to structural inequality 
between people working in the formal sector and those working in the informal sector. This 
has particular disadvantages for the (rural) poor, who are often not employed in the formal 
sector and therefore not covered by the systems. Moreover, the costs associated with 
maintaining the systems of services are unbearable for developing countries. This knowledge 
led to a reappraisal of the indigenous systems of social security.  
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Policy makers, development institutes and academics alike often believe that the 
indigenous social security systems are better suited for providing social security and reducing 
poverty. They present several reasons for their opinion. First of all, they state that these 
systems are better able to reach the poor, because they do not differentiate between formal 
and informal employment. Furthermore, these systems often provide the only form of social 
security to the majority of the poor. Secondly, they argue that the systems are more flexible 
and therefore better able to react on the needs of the community. Thirdly, they emphasise the 
informational advantage of the systems. As the indigenous systems are regulated by the local 
community, which can judge whether a person has really fallen on hard time, the information 
problems that confront impersonal markets may be transcend. Furthermore, they argue that 
the systems can still be large enough to deal to some extent with covariate risk, which tend to 
adversely affect a community at the same time. 

Recently, however, these positive assessments have been put aside as the �romantic� 
view on indigenous social security systems. Nooteboom argues that, if the indigenous systems 
work at all, they only cover specific risks and are accessible only to certain groups. 
Furthermore, these groups would not include the poor. Others contest the view that the 
indigenous systems are able to cope with covariate risks. They say that, because of the local 
character of the systems, they are unable to protect their members against such risks. As a 
result, these people feel that the indigenous systems may not be as suitable for providing 
social security and reducing poverty as is often believed. 

Nooteboom argues that indigenous forms of local security tend to be romanticised due 
to a lack of knowledge. Indeed, relatively little research is or has been done on the relation 
between indigenous social security systems and poverty reduction. Even less has been written 
about the practical application this relation has for development co-operation. This study aims 
to contribute to the application of indigenous social security systems for development co-
operation, by establishing to what extent the systems contribute to poverty reduction. 
 

The contribution to poverty reduction 
 
In this study, five indigenous social security systems were analysed for their contributions to 
poverty reduction, namely the afocha, iddir, baha, ikub and zakât96 systems. This analysis was 
based on the criteria for poverty reduction, to which the systems have to comply in order to 
reduce poverty. These criteria include reaching the poor, tackling the most urgent needs and 
problems of the poor and tackling the causes of poverty. Before analysing to which extent the 
systems comply with the different criteria, however, it is important to establish which concept 
of poverty is used for the analysis. Different conceptualisations of poverty differ in their ideas 
on who the poor are and what their most urgent needs and problems are. Furthermore, they 
identify different causes of poverty. As a result, it may happen that the systems contribute to 
poverty reduction when applying one approach, but not when applying another. 

This study uses the basic needs approach as initial concept for analysis. The basic needs 
approach considers poverty as the insufficient fulfilment of basic needs � like food, health 
care, shelter, water, sanitation, education, and clothing � while it sees income as the means to 
acquire the basic needs. The poor are, thus, those people without sufficient income the obtain 
the basic needs. Their most urgent needs and problems are (a lack of) income and basic needs. 
As a lack of income and basic needs are seen as mutually reinforcing dimensions of poverty, 
both are considered to be causes of poverty. 

                                                 
96 This study only took into account the zakât system as executed by the Samti Harari Development 
Organisation, as this is the only organisation in Harar that is systematically involved in the collection and 
distribution of zakât.  
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The basic needs approach was selected for several reasons. First of all, the original 
focus of (indigenous) social security systems was taken into account. These systems are 
originally concerned with the provision of basic needs in order to protect households and 
individuals against the negative results of risk situations. Secondly, due to the limited time 
and resources for this research, it was believed that more and better data could be gathered 
when focussing on the provisions of basic needs, instead of on, for example, empowerment. 
In addition, the local perceptions in Harar on poverty turned out to coincide with the basic 
needs approach. 

However, none of the assessed indigenous social security systems significantly 
contributes to poverty reduction within the basic needs approach. The reasons for this lack 
differs between the different systems. The next paragraphs discuss these reasons in more 
length. 
 
Reaching the poor 
Studies show that reaching the poor is one of the key-factors that determine whether a 
development activity reduces poverty (Elbers 2002: 93). However, of the five indigenous 
social security systems assessed, only the afocha and iddir reach a relatively high number of 
poor persons (approximately twenty percent). For the baha, ikub and zakât systems applies 
that they reach the poor in a very limited extent only. 

The main reason why the afocha and iddir manage to reach this number of poor is not 
because these systems are so accessible to the poor. On the contrary, the rules and regulations 
of the afocha and iddir groups often prohibit the poor from receiving assistance. These rules 
and regulations include that only members can receive assistance. In order to become and stay 
a member, however, one has to pay several contributions, which the poor can not always 
afford. In addition, assistance for emergencies is often only provided when a member requests 
it. As this is considered shameful, the groups receive few request and the assistance is not 
provided. 

The fact that these systems still reach a relatively high percentage of the poor is the 
result of social pressure. Informants emphasised many times that that it an obligation to join 
an afocha or iddir group, especially for men. Without the membership, a person is unable to 
prepare a funeral or wedding according to the cultural traditions, which is considered to be 
very shameful. As a result, (poor) people are willing to spend money on these systems, while 
they may not even have enough to obtain sufficient basic needs. 

As with the afocha and iddir, the rules and regulations of the baha and ikub systems are 
also not favourable to the poor. In order to join a baha or ikub group and receive assistance 
from it, one has to contribute a set amount of money to a common saving pool on a weekly or 
monthly base. As most poor persons can not afford to do this, the systems reach the poor in a 
very limited extent. In general, the groups with low contributions � for example two birr a 
week � are more accessible to the poor. This also applies for groups that allow poor persons to 
receive the saving pool after making a few contributions only. However, not many persons are 
able to make use of this opportunity. 

How many poor persons receive zakât money through Samti remains unclear, but the 
numbers is, without doubt, limited. This is mainly because the organisation only considers 
Harari Muslims as possible beneficiaries. Furthermore, it appeared that affinity with the 
government party is another (salient) criterion for receiving zakât. As a result, the great 
majority of the population � approximately 95 percent � is not considered for receiving zakât. 
In addition, the manner of distribution favours afocha members, which further negatively 
affects reaching the poor, as not all poor person can afford to join an afocha. 

In summation: Reaching the poor is one of the criteria that have to be fulfilled in order 
to contribute to poverty reduction. However, only the afocha and iddir systems reach the poor 
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in a relatively high number, while the baha, ikub and zakât systems hardly reach the poor. 
With relations to the latter three systems, it can therefore already be concluded that they do 
not significantly reduce poverty. The afocha and iddir still have the potential to reduce 
poverty, but in order to do so, they will also have to comply with the criterion of tackling the 
most urgent needs and problems of the poor. This criterion is discussed below. 
 
Tackling the most urgent needs and problems of the poor 
According to the basic needs approach, the most urgent needs and problems of the poor 
include (a lack of) income and basic needs. This perception coincides with that of the local 
poor, who stated that their most urgent needs and problem are (a lack of) work/income, food, 
health care, shelter, and water. Of the five indigenous social security system, however, only 
the baha and ikub systems tackle these needs and problems significantly. The afocha, iddir 
and zakât systems have the potential to do so, but do not achieve this in practice. 

One of the reasons why the baha and ikub systems tackle the most urgent needs and 
problems the poor is that the members are free to use the money as they please. As a result, 
members spend the money on whatever they need most, which varies from basic needs to 
luxury goods. In addition, the baha and ikub groups often provide a rather large amount of 
money, sufficient to start a business or obtain the basic needs. However, as a member can 
never receive more money than he/she contributes, the paradox situation arises that the poor 
often receive the least. If the group allows the poor to collect the saving pool after making a 
few contributions, the poor are more likely obtain a large amount, which they can invest in an 
income-generating activity. 

The persons that receive zakât are also allowed to spend it as they like, as long as the 
Islam does not forbid it. The system, therefore, has the potential to tackle the most urgent 
needs and problems of the poor. However, Samti only provides each beneficiary with 
approximately thirty birr. This is by far not sufficient to enable the poor to obtain their most 
urgent needs and solve their problems. As a result, the system hardly tackles the need for 
income and basic needs. Indeed, the most urgent needs and problems of the informants that 
received zakât and those that did not, did not differ. 

The afocha and iddir systems mainly provide assistance for funeral- and wedding 
ceremonies. As these ceremonies are not included as one of the most urgent needs of the poor, 
the systems do not contribute to tackling these needs directly. Moreover, informants explained 
that funerals and weddings are regarded as luxury goods, on which people do not spend 
money if they do not receive the assistance of the afocha or iddir group. Therefore, it can not 
be said that the money otherwise used for these ceremonies can now be spend on the most 
urgent needs and problems of the poor. 

Most afocha and iddir groups further give assistance to their members for health care, 
food, shelter or clothes. This assistance does have the potential to tackle the most urgent 
needs and problems; especially as the provided assistance is often sufficient to obtain the 
above goods. However, as most members are ashamed to apply for the assistance, it is not 
provided very often. As a result, afocha and iddir members generally did not consider any of 
these needs to be less urgent than other informants did. 

The only clear difference in the most urgent needs/problems of the members and of the 
other informants involves the need for an afocha or iddir. Forty percent of the latter group 
considered the fact that they do not belong to an afocha or iddir as one of their most urgent 
problems. They emphasised the importance of these systems for preparing a proper funeral or 
wedding and receiving assistance in times of hardship. The fact that they could not afford to 
pay the membership contributions prevented them from obtaining the benefits. 

In summation: The baha and ikub systems are the only two systems that comply with 
the criterion for poverty reduction of tackling the most urgent needs and problems of the poor. 
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Samti fails to achieve this, because it presents an insufficient amount of zakât money in order 
to obtain an income or basic needs. The afocha and iddir systems, on the other hand, hardly 
give assistance for basic needs. As a result, it can be concluded that also the afocha and iddir 
systems do not significantly reduce poverty. Before drawing any final conclusions, however, 
a look is taken whether these system tackle the causes of poverty. 
 
Tackling the causes of poverty 
The last criterion for analysing the contribution of indigenous social security systems to 
poverty reduction involves tackling the causes of poverty. Within the basic needs approach, 
this means that the systems should help the poor to obtain an income and such basic needs as 
health care and education. This criterion, therefore, resembles the criterion of tackling the 
most urgent needs and problems of the poor. From the above paragraph, it became clear that 
only the baha and ikub systems are able to significantly tackle a lack of income and basic 
needs. This is mainly because they often provide an amount of money large enough to start a 
business or acquire additional education; although special arrangements need to be made for 
the poor to benefit. Still, these systems are the only ones that tackle the causes of poverty as 
conceptualised within the basic needs approach. 

However, poor informants indicated more causes of poverty. They expressed, among 
other things, that unemployment was not only caused by a lack of health and/or education, but 
also by discrimination and nepotism. Furthermore, they felt that high expenses due to many 
children, expensive food and expensive cultural traditions also cause poverty. The baha, ikub, 
afocha and iddir systems also affect some of these causes of poverty. 

Leaders and members of baha and ikub groups expressed that sharing information is an 
important aspect of the systems. During the meetings, members keep each other informed 
about job opportunities and other important information. As this information is passed on to a 
selective group only, the systems to play into the hands of nepotism. This has particular 
negative consequences for the poor, who are hardly able to join a baha or ikub group. 
Although the systems should not be regarded as the cause of nepotism, they do seem to 
reinforce it. 

The afocha and iddir groups provide assistance for such expensive cultural traditions as 
funeral and wedding ceremonies and are highly respected for this by their members. As a 
result, these systems are in a good position to influence people�s thinking about these 
ceremonies and, therefore, to tackle this cause of poverty. However, informants expressed that 
instead of promoting less expensive ceremonies, the systems emphasise the importance of 
conducting the ceremonies in the traditional, expensive manner. Therefore, they seem to 
maintain this cause of poverty, rather than to tackle it. 

In summation: Although the local perceptions on poverty mostly coincide with the basic 
needs approach, this is not completely true for the perceptions on the causes of poverty. 
Besides a lack of income and basic needs, informants mentioned discrimination, nepotism and 
high expenses as other causes of poverty. The baha and ikub are the only systems that are able 
to significantly tackle the lack of income and basic needs. However, they also seem to 
reinforce nepotism. The afocha and iddir have a good potential to reduce the high expenses of 
some cultural tradition, but do not use this potential in practice. On the contrary, they seem to 
maintain the expensive traditions. The zakât system does not tackle the causes of poverty, but 
also does not seem to negatively affect them. 
 
From the above, it becomes clear that none of the indigenous social security systems comply 
to all three criteria of poverty reduction. The afocha and iddir systems reach the poor, but do 
not significantly tackle the most urgent needs and problems of the poor or the causes of 
poverty. The baha and ikub, on the other hand, do comply with the latter two criteria, but not 
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with the first, while the zakât system as executed by Samti does not seem to comply with any 
of the criteria. As a result, the systems hardly contribute to poverty reduction.  

Despite this rather negative conclusion, I do not entirely agree with critics of indigenous 
social security systems. It is true that the systems only reach specific groups, which do not 
always include the poor, but most of them function well. The afocha, iddir, baha and ikub 
groups are well organised and capable of performing their tasks. Furthermore, they 
incorporate many people, have valuable information on society and are respected institutions. 
To what extent it may, therefore, still be viable for development organisations to get involved 
in these systems is discussed in the next section.  

 
Applications for development co-operation 
 
In this study, it has become clear that the indigenous social security systems do not 
significantly contribute to poverty reduction. This does not mean, however, that the systems 
are per se unusable for development co-operation. Several development organisations see 
possibilities to get involved in some of these systems for development purposes. This is 
especially the case for the afocha and iddir systems, with whom six organisations are already 
working. 

Employees of different development organisations expressed that assisting or co-
operating with afocha or iddir groups can have several positive effects for both the groups 
and the community. They felt that assisting a group to start, for example, income-generating 
activities can enlarge its resources to give assistance, strengthen the system, empower its 
members and cover communal needs. Furthermore, they felt that these groups are very 
suitable for acquiring information on the (concerns of) the society, creating awareness on, for 
example, HIV/Aids and obtaining support for and feedback on development activities. 

The development organisations generally see less possibilities to get involved in the 
baha or ikub systems. Some felt that the systems could be used for micro-credit schemes, 
which might minimise corruption within such schemes, strengthen the systems and empower 
its members. Currently, however, such a co-operation is not possible as the Ethiopian 
government prohibits organisations to channel micro-credit through indigenous institutions as 
the baha and ikub. With relation to other activities such as acquiring information or creating 
awareness, the employees agreed that the systems are not the best means to accomplish this, 
as they incorporate a very limited number of people. 

The zakât system as executed by Samti was the only system of which the organisations 
were not well aware. Furthermore, some employees had heard rumours that Samti is corrupt 
and their doubts whether the system was functioning well. As a result, most of the 
organisations did not want to get involved with Samti. In addition, Samti itself was also not 
enthusiastic about a co-operation with other organisations, as it feared that it might obstruct 
Samti to reach its objective. 

Development organisations should be aware, however, of the difficulties that may arise 
when getting involved in any of these indigenous systems. The biggest difficulty is perhaps 
the lack of schooling and skills among the members of the systems. Employees expressed that 
illiteracy is usually high and that the groups lack the skills to run income-generating projects 
or micro-credit schemes. As a result, it takes a long time before groups can run their own 
projects. Furthermore, if somebody does have the proper skills it is usually a youngster, who 
might not be accepted as the leader by other (especially older) members. 

Other difficulties are that the groups may be distracted from their original objectives, 
that they not always want to co-operate with the organisations, and that corruption may arise 
within a group when it get access to large amounts of money. Regarding the first difficulty, 
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several employees expressed the fear that actively involving the indigenous systems in 
development co-operation would distract them from their original activities. Although these 
may not always contribute to poverty reduction, they are important to the people and the 
community and should not disappear.  

The second difficulty is related to the first and was put forward by leaders of the 
different social security systems. They expressed that co-operating with development 
organisations often requires labour, time and money, which the system may not have or may 
not be willing to provide. Furthermore, some were clearly frustrated by the fact that they 
�helped� the organisations, but did not receive assistance for their own problems in return. 
Their willingness to co-operate in development activities was therefore becoming less and 
less. 

In addition to the above, the development organisation should keep in mind that not 
everybody is incorporated in or represented by the indigenous social security systems. They 
represent only certain sections of the population by sex, age, ethnicity, religion or wealth. 
Moreover, the (poorest of the) poor are usually not included in these systems. Information 
received from the indigenous systems should be assessed within this background. 

In summation: the fact that the indigenous social security systems do not contribute to 
poverty reduction, does not mean that they can not play a role in development co-operation. 
There are several possibilities for development organisations to get involved in these systems, 
varying from helping them to run their own projects to using them for obtaining information 
or create awareness. However, the organisations should be aware of the difficulties that may 
arise when working with these systems. In all cases, it is important that the groups receive 
proper guidance and are not burdened too much. 
 

In conclusion 
 
Social security systems aim at protecting households and individuals against low or declining 
living standards arising from situations of risk, by providing them with basic needs. As a 
result, these systems have the theoretical potential to contribute to poverty reduction, 
especially within the basic needs approach. In practice, however, the indigenous social 
security systems should be more accessible to the poor and/or provide more income 
opportunities and basic needs in order to realise this potential. Despite the limited extent to 
which the systems contribute to poverty reduction, there are real possibilities to apply the 
systems for development co-operation, as long as development organisations are aware of the 
difficulties and the Ethiopian government does not prohibit co-operations between the two.  
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APPENDIX 1   THE MALE AND FEMALE AFOCHA 
 
Name of the afocha Number of 

members 
Entrance fee 
(birr) 

Membership 
contributions (birr) 

Free 
membership 
(number) 

Financial assistance 
funerals (birr) 

Financial assistance 
weddings (birr) 

Assistance 
illness and 
emergencies 

Aslagh afocha (m) 83 150-200 5 birr/month 6 Family members older 
then 10: 300 
Relatives/guests: 100 

300 250- 350 

Auw Hakim afocha 
(m) 

80 100 5 birr/month 10 Family members older 
then 10: 300 
Relatives/guests: none 

300 50- 200 

Cheg Abid afocha 
(m) 

90 200 5 birr/month None Family members older 
then 10: 300 
Relatives/guests: 100 

300 200- 500 
 

Dina Agobera afocha 
(m) 

80 50 5 birr/month 5 Member/wife: 500 
Adult children: 300 
Relatives/guests: 100 

400 200- 1,000 

Jerberti Ismael 
afocha (m) 

40 50 4 birr/month None Family/relatives older 
then 18: 300 
Guests: none 

300 100 

Melesai afocha (m) 34 50-100 3 birr/month None Family/relatives older 
then 10: 300 
Guests: none 

10 birr from each 
member (330) 

3 birr from each 
member 

Said Ahmed afocha 
(m) 

110 50-100 5 birr/month 30 n.a. n.a. n.a. 

Auw Merkab afocha 
(f) 

70 None Occasionally,  
around 5 birr 

None Around 5 birr from each 
member + money from 
afocha (amount n.a.) 

None Not yet 
occurred 

Cheg Fenin afocha 
(f) 
 

90 None Occasionally,  
2-10 birr 

None 5- 10 birr from each 
member + 100 birr from 
afocha 

5 birr and 20 injera 
from each member + 
100 birr from afocha 

2 birr from each 
member 

Cheg Hashim afocha 
(f) 

102 None Occasionally,  
3-10 birr 

None 3 birr from each 
member + money from 
afocha (amount n.a.) 

5-10 birr and 2 injera 
from each member + 
half of the money 
earned by performing 

Small amount 
from afocha 
(amount n.a.) 

Jami afocha (f) 70 200 2 birr/month 7  Maximum 400 Maximum 400 100 
(m): male afocha  (f): female afocha 
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APPENDIX 2   THE MALE AND FEMALE IDDIR 
 

Name of the iddir Number of 
members 

Entrance 
fee (birr) 

Membership 
contributions (birr)

Free membership 
(number) 

Financial assistance 
funerals (birr) 

Financial assistance 
weddings (birr) 

Assistance 
illness and 

emergencies 
Ayela Hordofa iddir (m) 560 150 5 birr/month None Member/wife: 800 

Children above 6: 600 
Children under 6: 100 
Merdo: 100 

None Both from 
members and 
iddir (not yet 
occurred) 

Jugal Meredaja iddir 
(m) 

82 150 8 birr/month None Member/wife: 800 
Children/relatives in 
town: 400 
Merdo: 200 

10- 15 birr from each 
member 

From members 
(amount n.a.) 

Quni Georges iddir (m) 300 150 5.10 birr/month None (minimum 4 
birr) 

Member/wife: 800 
Children with job: 100 
Children w/t job: 300  
Relatives: 150 
Guests: 60 

None At least 2 birr 
from each 
member 

 

Semen Sheowal iddir 
(m) 

277 80 3 birr/month None Member/wife: 500 
Children above 6: 300 
Children under 6: 100 
Guests: 50 

None None 

Tsena Georges (m) 100 80 4 birr/month None Member/wife: 400 
Children: 80 
Guests: 60 

None None 

Abo iddir (f) 70 60 3 birr/month None 230 birr + food Around 5 birr from 
each member 

0.50- 2 birr from 
each member 

Ayela Hordofa female 
iddir (f) 

22 60 2.50 birr/month None Food (amount n.a.) None Not yet 
occurred 

Ehitamachoch iddir (f) 35 25 3 birr/month 3 2 birr from each member 
+ 35 birr from afocha 

On request 2 birr from 
each member 

Min. 2 birr from 
each member 

Eshete Fatale iddir (f) 
 

72 40 3 birr/month None Food (amount n.a.) None None 

Mulatu iddir (f) 
 

83 20  3 birr/month None Food (amount n.a.) None None 

Silasse iddir (f) 93 60 3.50 birr/month 1 In town: 180 
Merdo: 50 

None From members 
(amount n.a.) 
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APPENDIX 2   THE MALE AND FEMALE IDDIR 
 
St. Michael iddir (f) 90 90 5 birr/month None In house: 190 

In town: 172 
Merdo: 60 

None Not yet 
occurred 

Sisters Association (f) 50 60 5 birr/month 2 230 3 birr from each 
member 

50 

Tekem Shign 25 40 2 birr/month None In town: food 
Merdo: 60 

None Not yet 
occurred 

(m): male iddir   (f): female iddir 
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APPENDIX 3   THE BAHA AND IKUB GROUPS 
 
Name of the group Number of 

members 
Time of 
contribution 

Full 
contribution 
(birr) 

One full saving 
pot (birr) 

Decision who 
receives the pot 

Guarantor Restrictions for 
use of the money 

Auw Mawana baha 80 Weekly  20 1,600 Requests in 
advance 

No None 

Dina Agobera baha 40 Weekly  30 1,000 Requests during 
meeting 

No None 

Faragat baha 77 Weekly    2    240 Requests in first 
meeting 

No None 

Abo ikub 15 Monthly 100 1,500 Lottery and 
requests during 

meeting 

Yes (1) None 

Meradaja ikub 50 Weekly   20 1,000 Requests in first 
meeting 

Yes (1) None 

Neighbourhood ikub 15 Monthly   20    300 Lottery No Household 
materials only 

Seyfu bet ikub 55 Weekly 100 4,400 Poor first, then 
lottery 

Yes (2) None 

Silassie ikub 12 Monthly 100 1,000 Lottery No None 
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APPENDIX 4  LIST OF INTERVIEWS 
 
Leaders of the indigenous social security systems 
 
Male afocha 
Abdi Abubakri Chairman of the Jeberti Ismael afocha 21-04-2003 
Abdi Cheg  Chairman of the Dina Agobera afocha 04-03-2003 
Abdihaji Ali Chairman of the Cheg Abid afocha  03-03-2003 
Abdul Jehad  Secretary of the Auw Hakim afocha 26-03-2003 
Abdurashid Ali Chairman of the Said Ahmed afocha 03-03-2003 
Ahmed Abduhamid Chairman of the Melesai afocha  06-03-2003 
Mohammed Sabid Vice-chairman of the Aslagh afocha 28-03-2003 
 
Female afocha and baha 
Aysha Shake  Vice-chairman of the Cheg Fenin afocha 17-02-2003 
 Vice-chairmain of the Faragat Abrahim 04-03-2003  
 baha 
Badrija Mohammed Vice-chairman of the Dina Agobera baha 08-05-2003 
Fatuma Abdulahi Chairman of the Auw Merkab afocha 24-04-2003 
Memoena Jami  Chairman of the Cheg Hashim afocha 18-02-2003 
Memoena Abruhama Chairman of the Jami afocha 13-02-2003 
 Chairman of the Auw Mawana baha 04-03-2003 
 
Male iddir 
Ayela Hordofa Chairman of the Ayela Hordofa iddir 25-02-2003 
Gizau Melaku Belete Accountant of the Semen Sheowal iddir 10-03-2003 
Nesibu Desta Accountant of the Tsena Georges iddir 10-03-2003 
Shamkel Kadani Chairmain of the Jugal Meredaja iddir 15-03-2003 
Tsekay Agar Chairman of the Quni Georges iddir 23-02-2003 
 
Female iddir 
Addis Tamrad Committee member of the St. Michael  12-03-2003  
 iddir 
Anani Account clerk of the Tekem Shign iddir 12-03-2003 
Aster Asafa Secretary of the Sisters Association 02-03-2003 
Atenesh Account clerk of the Mulatu iddir 13-03-2003 
Beletu Woldelawariat  Chairman of the Silasse iddir 12-03-2003 
Meaza Mekonin Chairman of the Ehitamachoch iddir 13-03-2003 
Tsedale Former chairman of the Eshete Fatale 24-02-2003  
 iddir 
Tsehai Account clerk of the Abo iddir 11-03-2003 
Tsehoy Siyume Secretary of the Ayela Hordofa W. iddir 13-03-2003 
 
Ikub 
Atlaw Medhanit Chairman of the Meredaja ikub  16-05-2003  
Fantu Eshetu Chairman of the neighbourhood ikub 24-05-2003 
Seyfu Kefyalew Chairman of the Seyfu bet ikub 18-05-2003 
Sheowaye Mekonin Chairman of the Silassie ikub 20-05-2003 
Yeshihareg  Chairman of the Abo ikub 17-05-2003 
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Zakât 
Ahmed Mohammed Chairman of the Samti Harari  10-02-2003 & 
 Development Association  16-04-2003 
Sheck Imam at the Grand Mosque and teacher at 14-06-2003  
 Quranic school   
 
Members of the indigenous social security systems 
 
Male afocha 
Aslagh afocha Two members 05-05-2003 & 07-05-2003 
Auw Hakim afocha Two members 12-05-2003 & 15-05-2003 
Cheg Abid afocha Two members 27-05-2003 & 29-05-2003 
Dina Agobera afocha Three members 12-05-2003, 12-05-2003 & 15-05-2003 
Jeberti Ismael afocha Two members 26-04-2003 & 28-04-2003 
Melesai afocha  Three members 24-04-2003, 05-05-2003 & 08-05-2003 
Said Ahmed afocha Two members 26-04-2003 & 29-04-2003 
 
Female afocha 
Cheg Fenin afocha Three members 25-03-2003, 25-03-2003 & 27-03-2003 
Cheg Hashim afocha Two members 21-03-2003 & 29-03-2003 
Jami afocha Three members 17-03-2003, 25-03-2003 & 04-06-2003 
 
Baha 
Auw Mawana baha Two members 05-06-2003 & 05-06-2003 
Dina Agobera baha Two members 05-05-2003 & 22-05-2003 
Faragat Abrahim baha  Two members 13-05-2003 & 31-05-2003 
 
Male iddir 
Ayela Hordofa iddir Five members 23-03-2003, 23-03-2003, 23-03-2003,  
  30-03-2003 & 30-03-2003 
Jugal Meredaja iddir Four members 13-03-2003, 26-03-2003, 21-04-2003 &  
  21-04-2003 
Quni Georges iddir  Three members  18-03-2003, 18-03-2003 & 20-03-2003 
Semen Sheowal iddir  Three members 24-04-2003, 02-05-2003 & 02-05-2003 
Tsena Georges iddir Three members 06-05-2003, 09-05-2003 & 19-05-2003 
 
Female iddir 
Abo iddir Two members 06-05-2003 & 18-05-2003 
Ayela Hordofa F. iddir Two members 10-05-2003 & 11-05-2003 
Ehitamachoch iddir Two members 22-05-2003 & 03-06-2003 
Eshete Fatale iddir Two members 22-04-2003 & 24-04-2003 
Mulatu iddir Two members 20-05-2003 & 20-05-2003 
Silassie iddir Three members 08-05-2003, 15-05-2003 & 15-05-2003 
Sisters Association Two members 15-03-2003 & 15-03-2003 
St. Michael iddir Two members 17-05-2003 & 05-06-2003 
Tekem Shign iddir Two members 24-05-2003 & 26-05-2003 
 
Ikub 
Abo ikub Two members 03-05-2003 & 09-05-2003 
Meredaja ikub Two members 11-05-2003 & 11-05-2003 
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Neighbourhood ikub Two members 16-04-2003 & 17-04-2003 
Seyfu bet ikub Two members 18-05-2003 & 18-05-2003 
Silassie ikub Two members 07-05-2003 & 13-05-2003 
 
Development organisations 
 
Abdunasir Redwan  Project Co-ordinator of the WDF 26-05-2003 
Athem Duri Project Co-ordinator of HARDA 10-06-2003 
Brehano Project Co-ordinator of CISP, Harar 02-06-2003 
Beshah Beneberu  Branch Secretary of ERCS, Harar 30-05-2003 
Fantahun Dutch Development Organisation SNV 18-06-2003 
Hiwot G/Egziabhir Office manager of Save the Children UK,  02-06-2003 
 Harar Branch 
Million Tesfay Relief Project Manager of MfM Harar 27-05-2003 
Mohammed Omer  Project Officer of ESRDF, Harar 05-06-2003 
Mustafa Project Co-ordinator of OSSA Harar 22-05-2003 
Olivier Dubois Head of the sub-delegation of the ICRC 23-05-2003  
 Harar 
Sisay Takele Livelihood Co-ordinator Oxfam 17-06-2003 
 International Ethiopia 
Tefanos Deputy Director of MfM Harar  27-05-2003 
Teshome Employee ERCS 15-01-2003 
Towfik Yusuf  Branch Manager of HARDA, Harar 10-06-2003 
� Co-ordinator of the water and sanitation 23-05-2003 
 projects of the ICRC Harar 
 
Others 
 
Abdussamad Idris Historian 29-01-2003 
Abdullah Shrif Shrif Private Museum Harari Heritage 20-01-2003 
Dr. Dejene Arede National Co-ordinator Ethiopian  14-04-2003
 Technology Policy Studies Association  
Fikru Heruye Teacher Ras Mekonen Menfesaur School 29-03-2003 
Hashim Dresh Head of the Justice Bureau 30-01-2003 
Kadir Aden  Population Bureau 15-01-2003 
Dr. T. van der Loop ISS Resident Representative  14-04-2003 
 RLDS-Regional and Local Development  
 Studies Programme c/o Ethiopia Project 
Merwan Bedri  Head of the Education Bureau of the  19-05-2003  
 HPNRS 
Nebil Mohammed  Mayor of Harar 22-01-2003 
Nyria Abdulahi  Jami Representative of the HPNRS in the  25-03-2003 
 National Parliament 
� Head of the Kebele 02 Administration 18-02-2003  
 Office 
� Head of the Kebele 12 Administration 20-02-2003 &  
 Office 03-06-2003 
� Head of the Disaster Prevention and 11-03-2003 
 Preparedness Bureau 
� Head of the Economy and Planning Bureau 29-01-2003  
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APPENDIX 5  DEVELOPMENT ORGANISATIONS 
 
 
CISP 
The International Committee for the Development of Peoples, is an Italian non-governmental 
organisation set up in 1982. It carries out development, rehabilitation and humanitarian 
programmes as well as projects of applied research in about thirty countries in Africa, Latin 
America, the Middle East. Asia, and Eastern Europe (CISP 2004). CISP has been operating in 
Harar since 1994. It's objective is to support local communities in building their capacity for 
socio-economic development and food security. In order to reach this objective, the branch 
office runs different projects in the area of water and sanitation, agricultural development, 
education, micro-credit and relief and social rehabilitation. Almost all the projects are rural 
based. The organisation is working in the Eastern Hararghe region. (Interview with the Project 
Co-ordinator of CISP, 02-06-2003) 
 
ERCS 
The mission of the Ethiopian Red Cross Society is to prevent and alleviate human suffering 
and to contribute to the well-being of mankind and prevalence of peace, in conformity with 
the Geneva Conventions. There are 31 branches, 41 sub-branches and a network of 1,500 
local committees throughout Ethiopia (IFRC 2004). The Harar Branch opened in 1974. It 
provides first-aid training in schools, first-aid services during public gatherings and a free 
ambulance service. In addition, it runs a blood bank and pharmacy where essential drugs are 
sold for low prices. The Harar Branch is further involved in HIV/Aids prevention and control, 
water and sanitation projects (construction and rehabilitation of wells, latrines and surface 
dams), tracing and reunification of family members separated by disaster or conflict, and food 
and seed distribution in the drought-affected areas. (Interview with the Branch Secretary of 
the ERCS Harar, 30-05-2003) 
 
ESRDF 
The Ethiopian Social Rehabilitation and Development Fund is an autonomous government 
entity that is directly accountable to the Prime Minister. Its major objectives are the 
improvement of living conditions of poor communities (through the provision of  basic social 
services), increasing the technical and managerial capacities of grassroots organisations 
(through the provision of training programs), enhancing the income generating capacities of 
poor communities and promoting community participation (Walta Information Center 2004). 
In Harar, the ESRDF is involved in activities concerned with water and sanitation, education, 
health and capacity building. The projects are located both in the rural areas and in the city. 
(Interview with a Project Officer of ESRDF Harar, 05-06-2003) 
 
HARDA 
The Harari Relief and Development Association is a non-governmental and non-political 
organisation founded by Harari nationals in Addis Ababa in 1992. Its mission is �to improve 
the living conditions of Harari people on a sustainable manner through community 
partnership and promotion and support of community endeavours in participatory 
development programs�(Harda 2004). HARDA�s main activities involve skills training, health 
education, relief and emergency assistance and construction and rehabilitation of schools, 
sanitation complexes and sewage canals (Interview with the Project Co-ordinator of HARDA, 
10-06-2003). 
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ICRC 
The International Committee of the Red Cross is an impartial, neutral and independent 
organisation whose exclusively humanitarian mission is to protect the lives and dignity of 
victims of war and internal violence and to protect them with assistance (ICRC 2004). The 
Harar office was opened during the Ethiopian-Somali war, when Somali prisoners were held 
captured in the Harari prison. Nowadays, its activities are centred around assisting political 
prisoners in the Harari prison, supporting the ERCS, conflict preparedness, an orthopaedic 
workshop, reuniting family members and emergency relief for the drought affected areas. 
(Interview with the Head of the sub-delegation ICRC Harar, 23-05-2003) 
 
MfM 
Menschen für Menschen was founded by the actor Karlheinz Böhm. Initially meant as a short-
term initiative, it has grown into a humanitarian organisation with a great number of long-
term projects throughout of Ethiopia. These include agricultural and agro-ecological projects, 
construction of wells, schools, training programmes and educational activities to improve the 
position of women in Ethiopian society (MfM 2004). In Harar, the main activities of MfM are 
centred around the Agro-Technical Training College, which provides three years diploma 
courses in auto mechanics, metal technology, electrical technology and agriculture. In 
addition, the organisation gives training courses for farmers, provides relief aid for the 
drought affected areas and runs integrated rural development projects. (Interview with the 
Deputy Director of MfM Harar, 27-05-2003). 
 
OSSA 
Organisation for Social Services for Aids is an Ethiopian ngo with the objective to contain the 
spread of HIV/AIDS in the communities and minimise its effect on individuals, families and 
the society in general. It tries to reach its objective through awareness creation on the disease 
and stimulation of behavioural change. Furthermore, the organisation engages high-risk 
groups in economic and social activities, establishes income-generating projects for self-help 
of victim groups and provides care programs for HIV/Aids patients, orphans and dependants 
of HIV/Aids victims. (Interview with the Project Co-ordinator of OSSA, 22-05-2003) 
 
Oxfam International 
Oxfam International is a confederation of twelve organisations working together in more than 
one hundred countries to find lasting solutions to poverty, suffering and injustice (Oxfam 
International 2004a). Within Ethiopia, the activities of Oxfam International are divided into 
three programs; humanitarian intervention, basic services and livelihood. The humanitarian 
intervention is concerned with providing emergency aid. The basic services program in 
mainly involved in increasing access to health care and education. The livelihood program is 
concerned with the  livelihood of poor farmers, protection of assets and depravation of assets. 
The program exists out of three projects; access to land, water and markets, households assets 
and income and food security. (Interview with the Livelihood Co-ordinator Oxfam 
International Ethiopia, 16-07-2003) 
 
SCUK 
Save the Children was established in England in 1919. Nowadays, Save the Children United 
Kingdom forms part of the International Save the Children Alliance, which has grown into the 
world�s largest independent organisation for children(SCUK 2004). The organisation 
combines emergency relief with long-term development and prevention work to help children, 
their families and communities to be self-sufficient (ibid.). SCUK has been operating in Harar 
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since 1991. It is involved in many different projects in the area of health service delivery, 
water supply, education, emergency relief, HIV/Aids awareness and the promotion of the UN 
convention of the Rights of the Child. (Interview with the Office Manager of SCUK Harar, 
02-06-2003) 
 
SNV 
The SNV Netherlands development organisation is a multicultural development agency based 
in the Netherlands and operating in 28 countries in Africa, Asia, Latin America and Europe. 
Its mission is to provide demand oriented capacity building support to meso-level 
organisations and local capacity builders with the aim to improve governance and reduce 
poverty (SNV 2004). The organisation in Ethiopia has recently changed from an 
implementing agency to an advisory agency. Within its new structure, SNV hopes to function 
as an intermediary between the communities and the policy makers in order to represent the 
voices of the community and the poor during policy making processes. Furthermore, it plans 
to work with different umbrella organisations of community based organisations (cbo's) in 
order to strengthen their working capacity as mediators. (Interview with an employee of SNV, 
18-06-2003) 
 
WDF 
The Women and Development Fund is financed by the government of Ethiopia. Its objective 
is to enhance women's participation in development interventions by mobilising women at 
grassroots level and capitalising on their potential to support the development process. The 
activities of the Fund are focussed on facilitating the formation of self-help women's groups 
and the strengthening of existing grass root groups, and will build women�s capacity to act 
collectively to increase the social and economic welfare of their households. (Interview with 
the Project Co-ordinator of WDF, 26-05-2003) 
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