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Traditional Agricultural Practices And Natural Resource 
Management:  The Case Of Gumuz Community In Mandura District

The Gumuz is one of the groups of the people, who are living 
in Mandura district of the Metekkel administrative Zone, Benis-
hangul-Gumuz Regional state. This study aimed to assess and 
outline the traditional agricultural practices and natural resource 
management of the Gumuz community in Mandura district of 
the Metekel zone, Northwestern Ethiopia, in state of Benishan-
gul-Gumuz region. Gumuz communities of the study area have 
their own agricultural practices and traditional resource manage-
ment that distinct them from others. It attempted to high-light on 
the land tenure system, periodical agricultural activates and ap-
proaches of the natural resource management of the community. 
The paper aims to contribute to the understanding of the tradi-
tional agricultural practices and natural resource management of 
the Gumuz society.
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1. The  Gumuz People of the  Mandura 

District 

The study is conducted in Mandura district of 

Metekel zone in Benshangul-Gumuz regional 

state. It is bordering Amahara region in the East, 

Bulen and Dagur Woreda in the West. The 

central town of the woreda is Gilgel Beles 

(Kalkidan, 2007:35)  Mandura is situated 

between 100.50’.743 N latitude and 

110.10’.766’’ N and 360.02’.48’’E and 

360.32’.42’’E longitude, at about 546 kilometers 

away from Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia. 

The total area of the district is about 1,005 

square kilometer (100,500 ha) (Tegene, 

2014:39). 

Rainfall and temperature are computed based 

on data obtained from the agricultural office of 

the Mandura district. The mean annual rainfall 

received amounts to 1,941.61 mm with a little 

more than 53 % of the total annual rainfall 

concentrated between June and August. More 

than 98.4 % of the total annual rainfall occurs in 

seven months (from April to October). The main 

agricultural activities are carried out during these 

months (Agriculture office of Mandura District, 

2012). 

The average annual temperature of the area is 

24.50c. The corresponding amounts of 

maximum and minimum temperatures are 27.4 
0c and 16.83 0c respectively. In general, the 

study district is classified under the wet tropical 

(wet Kolla) agro-climatic region. Altitudes range 

between 1,015 and 1,480 meter above mean 

sea level (Ibid). 

The total population size and composition of the 

Mandura district was of 4 0,746. Of these 21, 

241(52.1 %) were males and the remaining 

19,505(47.9 %) were females according 2007 

population census of Ethiopia (The Population 

and Housing Census of Ethiopia, 2007:7). Three 

ethnic groups: Gumuz, Agaw, and Amahara 

inhabited the Woreda. The Woreda has sixteen 

kebeles and one hundred eleven villages. Of all, 

Gumuz people are the indigenous and originally 

occupied a vast territory of the Mandura district 

(Kalkidan, 2007:35). They are the speakers of 

koman language under the Nilo-Saharan super 

family. Their language is one of the least known 

Ethiopian languages (Anne, 2012:5). 

In the Mandura district, Gumuz people were 

based almost exclusively on agriculture. The 

most important economic activity was shifting 

cultivation. Shifting cultivation is an economic 

system that described as a form of agriculture in 

which farm plots are shifted regularly to allow soil 

fertility to recover. It also called slash and burn 

agriculture, involved successive activities that 

include cutting/cleaning, burning, planting, 

weeding and harvesting. The activity also 

involved fallowing the plot for a number of years 

to regenerate through re-growth and vegetation. 

Agricultural activities in Gumuz were occupation 

of both men and women through labor exchange 

(Bogale, 2020:10). 

2. Methodology  

The data in this study would be collected from 

both primary and secondary sources. Primary 

sources are collected from the Gumuz elder’s 

engaging in agricultural activity through 

interview. Here, focus group discussion was also 

vitally available with the Gumuz, who are 

practices agriculture traditionally in the district. 

Periodicals, document analysis, Thesis 

dissertations, internet sources and other reports 

are collected as secondary sources. The data 

collected in both primary and secondary sources 

would be carefully examined, cross-checked, 

interpreted and analyzed, to give meaningful 

justifications for this study. 

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1. Land Tenure 

Land tenure system of Gumuz has been a 

subject of controversy among scholars. 

According to the accounts of Dessalegn, land 

owned by the clan and members have the right 

to use the land either for cultivation or for 

settlement. A land under cultivation which 

temporarily left fallow was agricultural land. 

Additionally, the clan usually owned forest or 

woodland that provided supplementary 
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resources to the collectively. As a result, the 

propriety of a clan was at least three or four 

times greater than what its members actually 

cultivating at any given moment (Dessalegn, 

1988:25). Wolde Sellassie also supported this 

communal land ownership. In their customary 

communal tenure, the rights to use natural 

resources including overall use and 

management of natural resources was decided 

by community(clan) members rather than 

individuals. Since the community (ideally the 

clan in its defined territory) is the true owner of 

natural resources, individual members are 

accorded only usufruct rights (Wolde Sellassie, 

2002:101). All land in the whole Gumuz 

community was used by clans, even if idle at the 

moment. Land among them in any situation was 

not sold either inside or outside clan. In the 

meantime, land was not inherited because it 

cultivated freely by the members of clan. 

Individual members of clan had unrestricted 

access over control of natural resources and the 

cultivation of land (Informants: Senbet Seraw, 

Dimini Manjji). 

On the other hand, Jira discussed that the 

controlled access system of combing individual 

possession with communal ownership was land 

holding system. Communal ownerships are 

grouped into society ownership and lineage 

group ownership. The whole cultivable virgin 

lands, forested areas, grazing land and river 

banks exercised without any hindrance by 

members of the society. The second one, 

lineage group or the sub-clan was the level that 

the members of clan exercised a full rights and 

duties through way of decision. He asserted that 

all lands under cultivation and all plots 

temporarily left fallow are controlled by the 

lineage that cleared the land for the first time. 

Individuals have possessory right over the land 

that they cleared and their plots pass to their 

descendants so long as they lived within the 

domain of the lineage group (Jira, 2008:58). The 

Gumuz individual has the right to farm all land 

that belongs to the domestic group (Sisay, 

1988:14; Informants: Kidane Bedeme, Yeshi 

Libet). Since 1960s, the communal land tenure 

system of Gumuz was changed because of the 

encroachment of the highlanders bordering 

them into Gumuz land. This was paving the way 

for the interaction between the Gumuz and the 

others and resulted in a relative shortage of farm 

land. Consequently, the shortage of farmland 

forced the Gumuz individuals began to control 

their plots of land at the expense of the power of 

elders or village that previously had a say on 

matters of land ownership and distribution. A 

Gumuz people were refused to transfer their plot 

of lands rather they preferred to rent to the 

highlanders without knowledge of traditional 

leaders (Jira, 2008:59).  This was why Berihun 

asserted that land is owned by individuals. Clans 

or sub clans as a unit have no visible impact on 

matters of land ownership and distribution 

(Informants: Kidane Bedeme, Yeshi Libet). 

On the contrary, areas located in frontier parts of 

the region did not see this emerging change. 

Such areas were less encroached and less 

influenced by state expansion that continued the 

traditional system to use land. So the land was 

owned by all members collectively. Individuals 

had the rights to clear forest land and cultivate 

their land for long period of time under domain of 

the lineage until they would leave it.  Such type 

of land holding system was practiced among the 

Gumuz of Mandura (Informants: Senbet Seraw, 

Dimini Manjji Wudem Embaw). However, after 

1960s the land tenure system among the Gumuz 

shifted from communal control of land to private 

control. This was deteriorated the power of 

traditional leadership and customary law (Jira, 

2008:59).  

3.2.  Gumuz’s  Agricultural Activity, Tools 

and Crops 

The economy of the Gumuz population was 

based almost exclusively on agriculture. 

Agricultural activity depended on the Shifting 

cultivation. Shifting cultivation is a form of 

production adapted to and determined by a 

seasonally-arid savanna environment and 

dependent on rudimentary agro-technology like 

in general and Mandura in 
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particular(Dessalegn,1988:29). It is economic 

system that described as a form of agriculture in 

which farm plots are shifted regularly to allow soil 

fertility to recover. Shifting cultivation also called 

slash and burn agriculture involved successive 

activities that include cutting or cleaning, 

burning, planting, weeding and harvesting. The 

activity also involved fallowing the plot for a 

number of years to generate through re-growth 

and vegetation. The community performed these 

activities through labor exchange (Berihun, 

2009:349). 

Agricultural activities in Gumuz were occupation 

of both men and women. For instance, clearing 

of big trees in acquiring new plots was the works 

of men. On the other hand, transporting the 

produce from the threshing field to grain stores 

was major works of women. These can be 

considered as spheres of gendered participation 

in the process of the agricultural practices 

(Informants: Yeshi Libet, Dimini Manjja, Kidane 

Bedeme). Actually process of production was 

carried on collectively through communal labor. 

Land amount was not restricted in the Gumuz 

community in order to perform agriculture. But, 

the agricultural tools that members can farm the 

land and the size of labor were limited. As first 

case, agricultural tools were simple and 

rudimentary that did not permit farming at 

relatively large scale. Those tools were Gaud or 

Godda(chopper), Dugodda(sickle), Tiba (hoe), 

Ligduma(axe), Gumba(digging stick with iron tip) 

and others. In the second case, the size of labor 

that an individual could receive largely 

depended on the quality and quantity of the 

refreshment that the he or she could provide to 

those who comes to work (Dessalegn, 

1988,:126). This was directly depended on 

either the presence or absence of resources 

wealth. Individuals with limited of no resources 

attracted less communal labor and the vise 

verse. Social sanctions and moral approval and 

disapproval served as a way of regulating labor. 

These were ways through which the society 

assured that labor exchanged was on the whole 

of the same intensity and quality. The 

incompetent laborer became a topic of 

communal jokes and also attracted the least 

labor (Jira, 2008:60; Informants: Yeshi Libet, 

Dimini Manjja, Kidane Bedeme). 

Gumuz society of the Mandura district cultivates 

a variety of crops such as cereals, oil seeds, 

legumes, root crops and others. The most 

commonly grown cereals include finger millet, 

sorghum and maize. Finger millet and sorghum 

are stable crops of the people. They also planted 

patuha(pumpkin), banana, oppa(climbing 

leguminous plant on remaining trees in the field), 

giziqua(sesame) produced as cash crop, 

endaha(ochre), anzbila(ginger), chili pepper, 

baaga(cotton) and awuna(yam), represented the 

main cultivated root crop(Wolde Sellassie,2002 

:77; Informants: Yeshi Libet, Dimini Manjja, 

Kidane Bedeme). A Gumuz people did not own 

large livestock herds: a few sheep, goats and 

cattle were what a family owned as a source of 

meat and for the main purpose of ritual offering 

such as sacrificing animals at death rituals 

(keməsha) and other similar human and 

spiritual-godly relations. The absence of 

widespread raring habit of the Gumuz was 

attributed to the frequent outbreak of cattle 

disease caused by render pest. The most 

shifting cultivators, the Gumuz Mandura do not 

cultivate with the plow, that was and animal 

traction were unknown (Sisay, 1988:4; Berihun, 

2009:351).  They did not have extensive 

tradition. As result of this, uncultivated land was 

more than cultivated land in the Gumuz area 

(DMUAC, Folder No. 278, File No. 51, 1952 

E.C.). 

3.3.  Periodical Agricultural  System 

In the process of hoe cultivation Gumuz people 

periodically rotate agricultural plots. Usually the 

land cultivated for three or four years, would be 

left fallow for six to ten years. Every year they 

clear and use new plots and leave fallow old 

ones for a certain period of time. Each year a 

Gumuz family clears new forested land, kancha 

land, to produce millet. The Gumuz family has 

different types of plots that were in use for 

harvesting a variety of crops in a single 
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agricultural year. The two main plots of the 

Gumuz were kancha and Bakuna land 

(Informants: Yeshi Libet, Dimini Manjja, Kidane 

Bedeme). Kancha plots were the freshly cleared 

lands used to grow finger millet as the main crop 

type in the intercropping farming practice. In the 

second year, Kancha plots were used to grow 

sorghum as the main crop.  The varieties of 

seeds that would be intercropped in the second 

year kancha plots were fewer than in the first 

kancha plots. The third year a kancha plot was 

turned to Bakuna. After the third year a plot was 

left fallow for a period of six to ten years, which 

presently tended to be reduced to four to six 

years due to an increasing land shortage. Land 

shortage faced among the Gumuz because of 

the settlement in the Mandura district (Ibid; 

Berihun, 2009:350-351). 

3.4. Approaches of  Natural resource 

management  

 The abundance of land with fertile soils, 

enormous forest and vegetation composed of 

diverse plant species in the Mandura areas. 

These natural resources based as the livelihood 

of the Gumuz communities. The  major sources 

of the Gumuz subsistence system earn by the 

gathering wild forest foods, raising livestock 

mainly goats, hunting, fishing, collecting honey,  

handicrafts and local market exchange form 

major sources of the Gumuz subsistence 

system. Gumuz society of the Mandura district 

has special relationships with their lands and the 

environment. They possess indigenous 

knowledge about their natural resource 

management along with their traditional belief 

systems (Wolde Sellassie, 2000). They believe 

that natural resources are the ingenuous gift, 

blessing and creation of Yamba (the supreme 

deity), which is the source of life and livelihoods 

to the past, present and future generations. 

Yamba provided the Gumuz with knowledge of 

proper use, management and a responsibility of 

passing the natural resources to the next 

generation. The different resources have their 

respective Missa (poly-spirits) that ensure their 

proper use and management; violations result in 

severe punishments and retribution from the 

respective Missa(Ibid; Informants: Senbet 

Seraw, Dimini Manjji Wudem Embaw ). 

 The Gumuz societies that settled in the 

Mandura areas perceive their natural resources 

as an ancestral heritage. They used natural 

resources in many purposes. Gumuz of the 

study area obtained foods, wildlife for hunting, 

pasture, construction materials, household 

furniture and utensils, traditional medicine, wild 

honey and fuel wood from the forest resources. 

The water resources encompassed springs, 

streams and rivers are sources of potable water 

aquatic animals for the Gumuz societies of the 

area (Informants: Senbet Seraw, Dimini Manjji 

Wudem Embaw). Their agricultural activity, 

shifting cultivation played a great role in 

maintaining the natural forest and vegetation 

ecosystem such as soil, waters and wild animals 

are managed in sustainable way. This 

indigenous Gumuz knowledge of natural 

resource management constitutes mostly 

norms, values, ethics and taboos that have been 

institutionalized as customary laws and 

conventions within the Gumuz community. The 

elders, who are respected by the community, 

enforce these institutions in the Mandura district. 

Although these indigenous forms of natural 

resource management are stable and skillful 

strategies that played a crucial role to the Gumuz 

communities to practice agricultural activities 

and to serve as source of livelihood in the study 

areas(Ibid). 

4. Conclusion 

The Mandura district of the Metekel zone in 

Benshangul-Gumuz regional state 

encompassed Gumuz, Agaw, and Amahara. 

Among those, Gumuz are the indigenous and 

originally occupied a vast territory of the district.  

They are the speakers of koman language under 

the Nilo-Saharan super family. Their agricultural 

activity based on the shifting cultivation. It also 

called slash and burn agriculture, involved 

successive activities that include 

cutting/cleaning, burning, planting, weeding and 

harvesting. The activity also involved fallowing 
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the plot for a number of years to regenerate 

through re-growth and vegetation. This activity 

enabled Gumuz community to rotate agricultural 

plots periodically known as kancha and Bakuna. 

Additionally, their agricultural activity is stable 

and skillful strategies to establish indigenous 

natural resource management   that played a 

pivotal role as source of livelihood in the study 

areas. 
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List of Informants 

No Name  of Informants Age Place  and Date of  

Interview 

                   Remarks 

1 Dimini 

Manjja 

(Ato) 

75 Mandura 

03/07/2020 

 

Gumuz informant with good knowledge on the land tenure system and 

Periodical agricultural plots. 

2 Senebet 

Seraw(Ato) 

80 Yededa 

kebele 

21/05/2020 

He is Gumuz elder with good knowledge on the land tenure system 

and agricultural practices. 

3 Kidane 

Bademe 

(Ato) 

70 Mandura kebele 

20/05/2020 

He is farmer Gumuz elder who openly showed the agricultural 

activities, shifting cultivation and periodical agricultural plots. 

4 Yeshi Libet 

( Wezero) 

80 Dukill  kebele 

03/07/2020 

She is Gumuz elder who has detailed idea on the agricultural plots are 

called as kancha and Bakuna. 

 


