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The Role of Community on Forest Management in Ethiopia: The 
case of Yotyet/Yewezera Community Forest

This independent study assessed how forest management is a matter 
of local community governance and management by showing best 
cultural management practices in Ethiopia with special reference to 
Yotyet/Yewezera Community forest which is located in Eza Wereda, 
Gurage Zone, Ethiopia. Forests are essential for human survival and 
well-being. They harbor two thirds of all terrestrial animal and plant 
species. They provide us with food, oxygen, shelter, recreation, and 
spiritual sustenance, and they are the source for over 5,000 commer-
cially-traded products, ranging from pharmaceuticals to timber and 
clothing.  Due to lack of evidence in Ethiopia and more broadly in Af-
rica, Community Based Forest Management approaches have been 
underestimated. The study area, Yotyet/Yewezera natural forest has 
four adjacent villages with 3421 population number. These four villag-
es were purposefully selected. In-depth semi-structured interviews, 
focus group discussions (FGDs), direct field observations and ques-
tionnaires were the main sources of the primary data in this research. 
In all the four villages eight community elders whose age are above 
70 years were selected purposefully. After giving enough awareness 
about the research objective and they were interviewed separately 
and finally they involved in to Focus Group Discussion. Qualitative 
historical analysis is employed to understand and interpret the forest 
governance and management. Three time periods were considered. 
The forests’ protection status was assessed during the feudal period 
(before 1974), during the Derg regime (1974–1991) and after 1991. The 
three time periods were characterized by major changes that affect-
ed the management role of the local community. From the beginning 
the forest was protected/governed/managed by representatives of 
the surrounding community which were known as local chiefs. These 
local chiefs were well respected by the community and their order 
towards forest management issue had been accepted and practiced 
accordingly. Apart from local chiefs there was also one strong tra-
ditional belief that was responsible for the wise management of 
the forest. This traditional belief was known locally as “Buezhe”. 
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Buezhe was a thunder god and if there was violations against the rules and believes, it was 

believed that, it brings fire during rainy seasons and destroys the houses which are made of grass 

and wooden materials and properties like cattle and enset farms. When the illegal cutters watched 

the signs of  Buezhe named as shine in the forest they stop cutting and return to their home due to 

the fear of punishment by Buezhe born fire. In addition to local chiefs and traditional belief 

(Buezhe), the role of the church which is found in the southern part of the forest named Atirfo 

Debrework Kidus Giyorgis is very substantial towards Yotyet/Yewezera forest governance. When 

there is some information about the threat on the forest the church condemn the thieves in Sunday 

Prayer. The district and zonal officials have to consider and give due attention in giving 

recognitions to the community for their effective protection and management role.  

Key Words: Forest management, The role of community, Local chiefs, Traditional belief, The 

church, Yotyet/Yewezera Forest, Eza Wereda 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

1.1 Background of the Study  

Forests are essential for human survival and 

well-being. World Bank (2004) reported that 

forests  harbor two thirds of all terrestrial animal 

and plant species. They provide us with food, 

oxygen, shelter, recreation, and spiritual 

sustenance, and they are the source for over 

5,000 commercially-traded products, ranging 

from pharmaceuticals to timber and clothing. It 

is estimated that approximately 60 million 

indigenous people are almost wholly dependent 

on forests. Three hundred fifty million people 

depend on forests for a high degree for 

subsistence and income, and about 1.2 billion 

people rely on agroforestry farming systems. 

These people lack the basic necessities to 

maintain a decent standard of living: sufficient 

and nutritious food, adequate shelter, access to 

health services, energy sources, safe drinking-

water, education and a healthy environment. 

Given the importance of forests for the rural 

poor, it is recognized that forests can be a 

resource for poverty reduction (World Bank, 

2004). 

Sustainable forest management in Ethiopia has 

been hindered by political instability and a 

country-wide focus on increasing food 

production and security. In 2005, the Woody 

Biomass Inventory and Strategic Planning 

Project (WBISPP) reported that 13 million ha of 

forest remained in Ethiopia covering 12% of 

Ethiopia’s land mass (WBISPP, 2005). Country-

wide forest losses of 140,000 hectares each 

year are driven by conversion to agriculture, 

and unsustainable forest management, 

underpinned by poor governance, uncertain 

land tenure and a rapidly growing population. 

High levels of poverty characterize the country, 

78% of Ethiopia’s population lives on less than 

US$ 2 per day and GDP per capita was 

reported as US$221 in 2010.  Forest 

conservation that can also meet livelihood and 

development needs in Ethiopia is therefore 

necessary (Lawrence et al., 2010). 

Forests provide us a wide variety of ecosystem 

services, including provisioning, regulating, 

cultural, and supportive services. These 
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ecosystem services not only deliver the basic 

material needs for survival, but also underlie 

other aspects of well-being, including health, 

security, good social relations and freedom of 

choice. Forests are amongst the most 

biologically-rich terrestrial systems. Together, 

tropical, temperate and boreal forests offer 

diverse sets of habitats for plants, animals and 

micro-organisms, and harbor the vast majority 

of the world’s terrestrial species. In the past, 

timber production was regarded as the 

dominant function of forests. However, in recent 

years this perception has shifted to a more 

multi-functional and balanced view. Today, it is 

understood that forest biodiversity underpins a 

wide ranges of goods and services for human 

well-being. Ecologically intact forests store and 

purify drinking water, they can mitigate natural 

disasters such as droughts and floods, they 

help store carbon and regulate the climate, they 

provide food and produce rainfall, and they 

provide a vast array of goods for medicinal, 

cultural and spiritual purposes. The health of 

forests and the provision of these and further 

forest ecosystem services depend on the 

diversity between species, the genetic diversity 

within species, and the diversity of forest types 

(MEA, 2005).  

The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA), 

a scientific undertaking involving over 1300 

experts working in 95 countries, indicates that a 

large and increasing number of forest 

ecosystems, populations and species are 

threatened globally or being lost due to the loss 

and degradation of forest habitats, and that this 

reduction of forest biodiversity will 

be aggravated by the effects of climate change. 

Tropical moist forests are home to the largest 

number of threatened species of any biome. It 

is assumed that numerous, but not yet 

scientifically described, species are presently 

being lost together with their tropical forest 

habitats (MEA, 2005). 

Previous land use/cover change assessments 

across the tropics have primarily focused on the 

underlying causes of deforestation (Geist and 

Lambin, 2002; Gibbs et al., 2010; Rudel et al., 

2009) or examined the performance of forest 

reserves in conserving forest cover (Bruner et 

al., 2001; DeFries et al., 2005; Wright et al., 

2007). Others have discussed the potential role 

of tropical forest management for the 

production of goods and services as a 

conservation tool (Dickinson et al., 1996) and 

also attempted to determine the environmental 

impacts of implementing good practices in 

tropical forests managed primarily for timber 

(Auld et al., 2008; Marx and Cuypers 2010; van 

Kujik et al., 2009). Much less attention has 

been paid, however, to discerning how these 

different tropical forest management strategies 

may contribute to reducing deforestation.  

The continued investment in agricultural 

intensification may have come at a cost to 

natural forests, however. At the local-level, 

Agricultural and Development Agents have 

focused on their responsibilities for agricultural 

development activities and given less attention 

to natural forest conservation. The substantial 

annual forest losses and the unsustainable 

exploitation of Ethiopia’s forests threaten the 

livelihood security of the rural population.  

Ethiopia’s population is growing rapidly at 2.6% 

(FDRE, 2007). Federal government’s current 

attitude to forest conservation and natural 

resource management has been more 

promising since sever forest fires of 2000 

(Wakijira, 2007). Several environmental 

initiatives have been adopted. In 2005, a new 

Wildlife Development Conservation and 

Utilisation Policy and Strategy was accepted, 

uniting previously unrelated policies for wildlife, 

biodiversity and environmental protection. In 

2007, the government issued a proclamation for 

Forest Development, Conservation and 

Utilisation (542/2007). This proclamation 

divides forest into state and private ownership, 
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but under both, makes provision to engage 

communities in forest management (Yitebitu et 

al., 2010). It is under the guidance of this 

federal policy and proclamation, in combination 

with the Environment Policy of Ethiopia and the 

Conservation Strategies of Ethiopia, that 

regional states then administer Ethiopia’s forest 

resources. 

In spite of lack of evidence in Ethiopia and 

more broadly in Africa, Community Based 

Forest Management (CBFM) approach has 

been widely in use (Wily, 2000). In Tanzania, 

for example, the 1998 Forest Policy made a 

commitment to bring more forest and 

woodlands into village forest reserves. In 2010 

it was reported that since 2005 more than 500 

village forest reserves were declared by 

communities from communal lands (Wily, 

2010). In her 2010 review, Wily notes that such 

management approach is sufficiently 

widespread in Africa to be recognised as a 

route to securing and sustaining forests. Thus, 

this paper assessed how forest management is 

a matter of local community governance and 

management by showing best cultural 

management practices in Ethiopia with special 

reference to Yotyet/Yewezera Community 

forest which is located in Eza Woreda, Gurage 

Zone, and Central South Ethiopia. 

1.2 Statement of the problem 

Forest operations, as well as landscape-level 

planning, should take into account both the 

rights and traditional knowledge of indigenous 

and local communities. The main principle for 

achieving this is through the effective 

participation of indigenous peoples and local 

stakeholders in decision-making and 

governance processes, on the basis of free, 

prior and informed consent to any projects, 

plans or changes that affect their communities, 

traditional lifestyles, and environment. Recent 

developments for reducing emissions from 

deforestation and forest degradation (REDD) 

have the potential to provide benefits to local 

and indigenous communities. However, a 

number of conditions would need to be met for 

these co-benefits to be achieved. There is a 

need for different types of capacity-building on 

indigenous issues and rights, both on the side 

of governments, as well as for indigenous 

peoples and local communities. This should 

include education and awareness raising, 

indigenous to indigenous transfer of knowledge, 

and capacity building (SCBD, 2009). 

Slowing tropical deforestation and forest 

degradation remains an enormous challenge at 

both national and global scales with associated 

social, environmental, and economic 

implications (Geist and Lambin, 2002; Grainger, 

1993; Uriarte et al., 2010). While tropical forest 

cover continues to decrease globally (FAO, 

2010), strategies for reverting this trend are 

often contentious, since causal explanations 

and drivers of deforestation are varied and 

context specific (Angelsen and Kaimowitz, 

1999; Geist and Lambin, 2002). Nevertheless, 

a general agreement exists that a mix of 

different forest conservation strategies are 

needed across the tropics that integrate public-, 

private-, and community-managed areas (Bray 

et al., 2008; Naughton-Treves et al., 2005; 

Nepstad et al., 2006). There is still 

disagreement, however, as to what are the 

‘‘best practices’’ of forest conservation with 

some advocating strict protection and others 

arguing for alternative schemes such as 

community-based, locally implemented 

conservation (Shahabuddin and Roa, 2010; 

Wilshusen et al., 2002).  

The debate partly originates from the fact that 

most forests have traditionally been, and still 

are, inhabited and managed by local people 

(Heckenberger et al., 2007; Noble and Dirzo, 

1997), and that even forested areas considered 

under strict protection regimes are either 

inhabited or within the limits of expanding 

human populations (Nagendra et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, evidence that most areas 
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considered important for biodiversity 

conservation, particularly in the tropics, 

coincide with long term human habitation and 

use is changing conservation paradigms (Lele 

et al., 2010). There are at least three research 

findings that argue for the need to develop 

alternatives to strict forest protection. First, 

empirical accounts indicate significant social 

and economic costs for local populations 

derived from the establishment of strictly 

protected forests (Ferraro, 2002; West et al., 

2006; Andam et al., 2010). Second, recent 

research suggests that after controlling for 

(statistically) confounding variables, the 

effectiveness of strict forest protection in 

reducing deforestation rates may not be as high 

as previously estimated (i.e., a 10% reduction 

vs. earlier estimates of up to 65% reduction; 

(Andam et al., 2008). Third, there is evidence 

that within the same region, forests managed 

by local or indigenous communities for the 

production of goods and services can be 

equally (if not more) effective in maintaining 

forest cover than those managed under solely 

protection objectives (Bray et al., 2008; Ellis 

and Porter-Nepstad et al., 2006), or with 

respect to the wider forest landscape (Duchelle, 

2009; Stocks et al., 2007). 

Other research attempts to seek if there are 

broad patterns that support the findings 

mentioned above in the quest for alternatives to 

strict forest protection. It is now widely 

recognized that plans for the management of 

protected areas should take into account the 

needs of those living within these areas. 

According to Naughton-Treves et al. (2005), 

after decades of expanding protected forest 

areas, the necessity of integrating human-rights 

concerns and equity into management 

objectives is now unquestionable. It is also 

widely argued that efforts to expand forest 

protected areas should explicitly consider the 

landscapes in which both protected and co-

managed forest areas are rooted (Bray et al., 

2008; DeFries et al., 2007; Hayes, 2006; 

Nagendra et al., 2009; Ostrom and Nagendra, 

2006).  

Ethiopia’s forests were historically under 

traditional management practices throughout 

the 19th Century. The Gada system, for 

example, divided society into age classes, the 

peak of which males entered the Gada council 

for a period of eight years. These elders were 

responsible for day-to-day jurisdiction as well 

as reiteration and introduction of the locally 

agreed rules and norms of resource use 

(Wakijira, 2007). In the 20th century, during the 

regime of Menelik II, forest resources 

management was centralized and in the 1940s, 

Emperor Haile Selassie privatized land. This 

limited people’s access to forests and eroded 

traditional forest management practices as 

elders’ function was to promote central policies 

rather than maintain and adapt local informal 

institutions. Village organizations were formed 

by bringing together the general assembly of 

household heads in the village and formed an 

executive committee and judicial tribunal. 

Again, these were in place to implement 

directives, decisions and orders that came from 

higher officials and central government, rather 

than to continue local resource management 

institutions. By this time, the traditional 

management systems in Ethiopia had been 

eroded (Macqueen, 2008). 

However, there are various Community-driven 

indigenous forest management practices still 

functioning (existing) in various parts of the 

country. There are evidences of, formally or 

else, community based forest management 

practices in Gurage Zone in general and West 

Gurageland in particular. Thus, this study 

assesses the role of local Gurage communities 

in forest management in Ethiopia with special 

reference to Yotyet/Yewezera community 

forest, which is located in eastern part of Eza 

Woreda, Gurage Zone, and Central South 

Ethiopia.  
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1.3 Objective 

 General Objective 

The general objective of this independent study 

is to assess the role and challenges of 

community based forest management in 

Ethiopia with special emphasis on 

Yotyet/Yewezera community forest. 

 Specific Objectives 

✓ To assess community perception on the 

history and ecosystem services provided 

by community forests; 

✓ To appraise community perceptions on 

the impact (advantages and 

disadvantages) of the forest 

✓ To examine the role of local communities 

in the management of  forests found in 

the study area in general; 

✓ To value their perception about 

indigenous management techniques; 

✓ To identify the challenges of effective 

management of the forests in the area. 

1.4 Research Questions 

✓ What is the history, status and structure 

of Yotyet forest? 

✓ What are some of major ecosystem 

services provided by the community 

forest? 

✓ How the community perceive on the 

impact (advantages and disadvantages) 

of the forest  

✓ How the communities protected the 

forest for ages and which indigenous 

techniques were applied for effective 

management? 

✓ What are the major challenges of 

efficient management of the forest? 

  1.5 Significance of the study 

Communities’ role in conservation and 

governance (management) of forests is not a 

new trend in Ethiopia. Communities protected 

their adjacent forests for ages in order to gain 

various ecosystem services such as 

environmental, economic, socio-cultural, and 

aesthetic values. Thus, this paper will 

contribute by disclosing to the public about how 

local communities protect and manage forests 

by applying indigenous knowledge and how can 

this knowledge can be scaled up and or 

disseminated to other areas.  The other 

contribution of the study will be to show how 

community forests can be maintained 

undisturbed and expanded. The outcomes of 

the study will be used in formulating future 

environmental policies and strategies at the 

local level. Above all the survey may be used to 

stimulate further research. In general it is useful 

for district and zonal offices, NGOs, 

Government agents, Policy makers, and others.      

1.6 Scope/Delimitation of the study 

This research is delimited  itself by 

investigating communities’ role in managing 

forests solely by applying indigenous 

knowledge and challenges to effective 

management in Ethiopia by using 

Yotyet/Yewezera community forest which is 

found in Eza Woreda, Gurage Zone, SNNPRS 

as case study site. 

   1.7 Limitation of the study 

Undertaking research particularly in areas 

which were not studied before in any aspect of 

its research problems is to some extent needs 

strong baseline investigation and this costs 

time, energy, and finance. Thus, the main 

limitation of this independent study (research) 

was its inability to  include perceptions of  

individual households particularly in the 

specific threats to the forest and its impact on 

their livelihood.  

CHAPTER TWO 

MATERIALS AND RESEARCH METHODS 

2.1 Background of the Study Area 

The area of this study, Yotyet/Yewezera 

Community forest, is located in southern portion  

of Central Ethiopia in Eza Wereda, Gurage 
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Zone of SNNPR. The Yotyet/Yewezera forest is 

specifically found in West Gurageland, which 

proper part of the Shewan Plateaus, Central 

Highlands of Ethiopia. The forest area is 

located between 80 7' 32'' to 80 8' 8'' north 

latitude and 380 4' 38'' to 380 5'40'' east 

longitude (see Figure 1). 

 

 

 

          Figure: 1 Location map of the forest 

 

It is found 209 km. and 50 km. away from Addis 

Ababa to the south (following Addis Ababa to 

Welkite route) and Welkite, seat of Gurage 

Zone administration respectively. Genemar and 

Girar villages bound it in the north, Yegeremuje 

(Atirfo Debrework Kidus Giyorgis Church) in the 

south, Nereshe in the west, and Yeshemya in 

the east respectively.  

The climate of Yotyet/Yewezera forest may be 

considered cool and it may be conventionally 

further identified as temperate (dega) climatic 

region for it occurs in an elevation zone ranging 

from 2504 to 2808 meters a.m.s.l. 

West Gurageland is one of the most densely 

populated areas in Ethiopia. High population 

pressure and a long history of settlement have 

resulted in an increasing quest for agricultural 

land, wood for farmhouse construction, fuel and 

other uses. This, in turn, has resulted in the 

degradation of the natural forests and shrubs 

along river valleys. The original and indigenous 

natural vegetation covers of forests and shrubs 

in most parts of the region has been replaced 

either by course grasslands, which predominate 

the region, or brought under enset and other 

perennial and annual crops (Muluneh, 2003). 

However, Yotyet/Yewezera community forest ( 
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with an area of about 76.08 hectare) is one of 

the residual (remaining) forests and the largest 

in the West Gurageland1. It is protected 

surprisingly in similar cases with other 

protected community forests of the wereda. Ten 

other community managed forests in the 

wereda include  Koter Gedra, Genemar, 

Abangiya-Megecha, Geche, Wabe, Geme, 

Amba, Shashat-Yeganetiye, Genet Mariam, 

and Yame (EWID, 2007; cited in Belay, 2008). 

It is very difficult to reconstruct the reference 

(original) natural vegetation pattern of 

Yotyet/Yewezera forest that might have existed 

in the past before the introduction of Amhara 

settlement probably before 1880's. There are 

some indications that might show that the forest 

originally was under bamboo forest and 

associated grassland and bushland. There 

were open forest areas in the forest before the 

1980’s, which were covered by grassland and 

bushland, and used by grazing and browsing 

domestic animals of surrounding five villages 

namely Nereshe, Genemar, Girar, Yeshemya 

and Yegeremuje (Atirfo Debrework Kidus 

Giyorgis). Many of the forest species of 

Yotyet/Yewezera are predominantly composed 

of Juniperus, Podocarpus, Ebony, Hagenia and 

Bamboo. The forest is luxuriant in its species 

composition and scenic attraction. The forest is 

the source of various wild animals and wild 

edible plants. It is also the source of River 

Koshkoshe, which is the tributary of Megecha 

which finally joins River Wenke, which is one of 

the main tributaries of River Gibe on the left 

side. 

 
1 West Gurageland refers to highland portion of the so called 

‘Gurageland’, part of Gurage Zone (an administrative unit), 

which is politically made part of the SNNPR. The Gurage Zone 

consists of two major physiographic regions: East Gurageland, 

which is situated in the western rim of Central Rift Valley of 

Ethiopia, and Western Gurageland which consists of highland 

section and is proper southern part of the Shewan Plateaus, 

Central part of Ethiopia. 

The majority of population of the study area 

earns its livelihood mainly from rain fed mixed 

farming. The cool and hospitable climatic 

condition of the region enabled the area to host 

a good soil type, which in turn created favorable 

conditions for crop cultivation. The most 

important food crops cultivated in the area 

include enset, wheat, barley, potato, beans, 

peas and other food crops. The land use 

pattern consists of settlements and footpaths, 

enset plantation, horticulture, cropland, 

grassland (including grazing land), eucalyptus 

woodlots, bushland and forestland.  

The land use and linear settlement pattern and 

housing construction gives an inspiring and 

attractive scene to the landscape. Settlements 

are situated on both sides of ridges that are 

running from northeast to south and or 

southwest, facing each other and separated by 

an avenue referred to as jefure.   

The topography of the area is characterized by 

rugged terrain, undulating highland with minor 

gorges, spurs & ridges, and hills here and 

there. These topographic features enabled the 

area to have different soil and vegetation 

covers, and many affluent headstreams of the 

two of the main rivers, R. Megecha and Tirer. 

The area is also known for its high 

concentration of eucalyptus woodlots. 

2.2 Materials 

Area delineation of the forest cover using 

global positioning system (GPS) to know the 

area coverage of the community forest was 

done in March, 2016 with an assistant of GIS 

professional and digitized to its present map 

size.  

2.3 Research Methods 

 2.3.1 Secondary Data 

To get clear understanding of the theoretical 

and empirical aspect of community forest 

management, secondary data from unpublished 

reports and documents, journals, theses, and 

books were reviewed critically.  



Belay Zerga et al., IJCN, 2019 2:10 

IJCN: https://escipub.com/international-journal-of-communications-and-networks/               9

 2.3.2 Primary data 

2.3.2.1 Data Collection Procedures and 

Methods 

The study area, Yotyet/Yewezera natural forest, 

has four adjacent villages with 3421 population 

number. In-depth semi-structured interviews, 

focus group discussions (FGDs), direct field 

observations and questionnaires were the main 

tools used to collect primary data from 

neighboring communities used in the research. 

Four villages were purposefully selected. The 

reason for selecting these adjacent villages 

(see table 1) is that they know about the 

community forest better than other communities 

that do not have close contact and living far 

away ; they are the direct beneficiaries (users) 

of the ecosystem services provided by the  

forest.  

 

 

Figure: 2 Forest species diversity of Yotyet/Yewezera (Photo by author, 2017)   

 

 

   Figure: 3 Yegerebe jefure in Nereshe locality (Photo by author, 2017) 

 

Permissions were gained from the Eza Wereda 

Administration Office, Wereda agriculture and 

Natural Resource Office authorities, Gedeb 

Kebele Administration Office and Atirfo 

Debrework Kidus Giyorgis Church 

Administration. At each survey location 

permission to conduct surveys was also 

requested from selected village leaders after an 

introduction to the research aim had been 

given. 

Check lists of interviews and focus group 

discussions were prepared in English language 

and translated to Amharic because the majority 

of the respondents can communicate in 

Amharic in addition to the local language, 

Guragigna. For further clarification Guragigna 

was used during interview and focus group 

discussions. Various open-ended questions 

were presented to the group to express their 

own perceptions and response regarding the 

research problem under investigation. The 
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qualitative study of opinions and perceptions of 

conservation intervention allows unobservable 

values to be better understood (Kotchen and 

Reiling, 2000). 

In all the four villages eight community elders 

whose age had been  above 70 years were 

selected purposefully after and (giving) enough 

awareness about the research objective and 

they were interviewed separately and finally 

they involved in the   Focus Group Discussions 

(FGD). The reason why above the age of 70 

years elders were selected was due to their 

richer experience and wisdom in knowing the 

community forest situation and its indigenous 

management practices. The data collection was 

employed from February to June 2017.       

  

 Table 1. Research location general characteristics and distribution of key informants 

Research 

locations 

(Villages) 

1 2 3 4 Total 

Nereshe Genemar Girar Yegeremuje 

(Atirfo 

Debrework 

Kiddus 

Giyorgis 

Curch) 

Total 

Population  

1075 954 567 825 3421 

Total 

Household  

179 159 95 138 571 

Selected Key 

Informats 

2 2 2 2 8 

Method of 

sellection 

Purposive Purposive Purposive Purposive  

Agro-climatic 

zone 

Lower 

Dega 

Lower Dega Lower 

Dega 

Lower Dega Lower Dega 

Forest Type Dry 

Montane 

Dry  

Montane 

Dry 

Montane 

Dry  

Montane 

Dry  

Montane 

Source: Compiled by author after data gained from Gedeb Kebele Administration Office, 2017 

 

Key informants and focus group discussion 

participants were: 

➢ Selected elders from the four villages 

aged above 70 years  

➢ Elder priests of Atirfo Debrework Kidus 

Giorgis Church 

➢ District Natural resources experts 

including Development Agents (DAs) of 

the kebele 

Open- and close-ended questionnaires were 

distributed to Woreda Office of Agriculture and 

Natural Resources experts (professionals) and 

DAs of the kebele. 
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 2.3.2.2 Data Analysis 

To find sufficient and relevant information about 

the issue (topic), the study employed a 

descriptive type of research, and qualitative 

survey method was used because it seems this 

is an appropriate method for assessing current 

status of the forest resource in the area. An 

attempt was made to reconstruct forest 

management and governance practices of the 

past and to describe the contemporary 

situation. Hence historical trend analysis was 

used to understand the importance of 

indigenous knowledge employed in the 

management overtime. Three periods were 

considered to assess the status of forest 

resource and its conservation and protection: 

during the period before the1974 land reform, 

during the Derg regime (1974-1991) and after 

1991. The three periods were characterized by 

major changes that affected the management 

role of the local communities. Information 

obtained from key informants was analyzed and 

then synthesized and cross-checked with focus 

group discussions. 

Because of the nature of the issue under 

investigation, the researcher mainly used 

qualitative descriptive/explanatory techniques 

to present and interpret the data gathered from 

different sources. In order to answer the basic 

research questions stated in the research the 

data which were gathered through interview, 

focus group discussion and observation was 

analyzed qualitatively. Data collected from 

experts were analyzed with some inclusion of 

simple descriptive statistics which involves 

frequencies and percentages. 

CHAPTER THREE 

 RESULT AND DISCUSION 

3.1 Over view of Yotyet/Yewezera 

Community Forest  

Yotyet/Yewezera community forest is one of the 

known community forests in Eza Wereda in 

specific and Gurage zone in general. It has 

76.08 hectare areal coverage located in Gedeb 

Kebele.  

 

 

 

      Figure 7: The scenic attraction of Yotyet/Yewezera forest (Photo by author, 2017)   
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The forest has never been studied before. Its 

establishment was started in the 1870’s from 

western margins of the forest then through time 

it expanded to east-ward direction.  

The forest had many open spaces of grazing 

lands which were used by domestic animals 

coming from the adjacent kebeles. However, 

nowadays, all these open grazing areas had 

been closed by natural regeneration of the 

forest without human intervention. 

As reported by interviews and focus group 

discussions, the forest was covered by Erica 

and Bamboo toward the beginning of its 

establishment. At this time the forest was 

known for its high diversity and abundance from 

shrubs, thorny bushes, lichens, climbers to tall 

forest trees. The common (major) tree species 

(types) include Juniperous Procera (Yeabesha 

Tsid), Podocarpus falcatus (Zigba), Olea 

europaea L (Weyra), Arundinaria alpina 

K.Schum (Kerkeha.), Ficus vasta Forssk 

(Warka), Maytenus arbutifalia (Atat), Olinia 

rochetiana A.Juss (Tife), Ficus sur Forssk 

(Shola), Schefflera abyssinica (Getem), 

Dodona Viscosa (Kechemo), Rosa abyssinica 

Lindley (Kega), Hagenia Abyssinica (Koso), 

Tikur Enchet, Erica Robusta (Asta),  Dovyalis 

abyssinica (Koshim . Others species locally 

termed as Shamene, Guemra,  Adya, engiya, 

Buezyet, Muekekir, Bitara, Angiab are found in 

the forest. 

The forest is home to many wild animals:  

hyena, ape, monkey, baboon, leopard, civet 

cat, porcupine, wild pig, fox, cheetah, bush 

buck, kudu and various bids are the major ones 

among others. 

The forest although commonly named ‘Yotyet/ 

Yewezera) forest’ it has many different names 

in its various sites. The specific names and 

their nearest translations as identified by the 

local communities in their FGDs and the writer’s 

experience are stated bellow. 

1. Yetawete (Tabot (covenant) resting area) 

2. Nosiya Yifretobue (Nosiya clan festival 

area) 

3. Yingiya Guegueb (Strawberry plain) 

4. Yimuechebue (Washing place) 

5. Yemechiwe Guebet ( a gorge known by 

the name of a person  called Mechiwe) 

6. Iris Kutiye (Small hill) 

7. Nik Kutiye (Big hill) 

8. Iris Buera Teba (Small grazing land) 

9. Nik Buera Teba (Big grazing land) 

10. Yangabe Guegueb (Yangab's plain) 

11. Yebueze (Buez tree area) 

12. Dedif (Dense forest area) 

13. Aliye Gueche Yogawe (A place where a 

person named Aliye killed hyena) 

14. Yekesemye (Bushland dominant area) 

15. Gyib (Escarpment forest area) 

16. Yegueche Bete (Hyena living area) 

17. Yetsebele (Holly spring area) 

18. Eneferkik (Top view site) 

19. Yetimkete (Epiphany festivity area) 

20. Yefuare (Waterfall area)  

21. Giyorgis-Giyorgis Yiwrurbue (Prayer 

place of Saint George) 

All the names noted above substantiate that the 

forest has closer attachment with the 

community ritual practices and other cultural 

events of communities living in adjacent with 

the forest.  Some of the forest sites were used 

as reference points for keeping the forest from 

theft and attending the regeneration status of 

the forest. Previously when the forest was 

serving  as grazing area for cattle, the missing 

cattle were searched based on these sites and 

the cattle keepers had confidence to get their 

lost cattle. 

3.2 Community Perception on the Role 

(Advantages and Disadvantages) of the 

Yotyet/Yewezera Community Forest 

      Advantages 

It is obvious that forests have multidimensional 

ecosystem services. The services comprise the 

visible and invisible ones. There are also 

physical, economic, socio-cultural, educational, 
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psychological, recreational and aesthetic 

services. Thus, communities found around the 

forest perceive that Yotyet/ Yewezera forest 

provides the following ecological, ritual and 

religious services:- 

- Shed for domestic animals  

- Rainfall absorber 

- Grazing/browsing areas 

- Edible wild fruits 

- Clean air 

- Home to wild animals 

- Medicinal plants  

- Aesthetic value 

- A platform for celebrating epiphany  

- Source of many springs including holly 

spring 

- Source and headstream of Koshkoshe 

river which drains to Megecha R. (sub 

tributary of River Gibe) 

- Source of fire wood (dried & fallen trees 

are allowed) 

- Community members who lost their 

house because of fire can get 

construction furniture after getting 

permission from the church and the 

community. 

 

 

Figure 8: River Koshkoshe - originated fromYotyet/Yewezera forest (Photo by author, 2017)   

 

Disadvantages 

Contrary to the positive environmental, socio-

economic and cultural contributions of the 

forest the communities of the adjacent areas 

perceive some of the disadvantages of the 

forest is threats posed by wild lives that inhabit 

the forest. The major threat to farm crops and 

domestic animals has been posed by the 

presence of hyena, ape, fox, monkey, wild pig, 

porcupine and birds. These wild animals threat 

the community in different manner. For instance 

ape, monkey, wild pig, porcupine and birds 

attack croplands whereas hyena, fox and some 

birds like eagle attack domestic animals. 

Particularly due to the damaging effect of apes 

posed on border forest communities which 

were known for growing cereal crops and 

pulses nowadays almost stopped cultivation of 

these valuable crops. They restricted oneself to 

production of few crops that are used for the 

purpose of “zikirs” and mahibers” which are 

religious and social ceremonies respectively.. 

Previously the community used to reduce some 

of the wild animals' effect particularly by killing 

apes, porcupine, and wild pigs by different 

means, however, nowadays such practices are 

prohibited by law at national level and the 

communities respect the laws and regulations. 

Hence, as some of damaging wild lives number 

grows their damaging effect is becoming one of 

the major threats to the livelihood of the 

adjacent communities. An in-depth survey on 
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the impacts of wild lives on the communities 

may be needed in this regard. 

   3.3 The Role of Community in forest 

management  

As far as Yotyet/Yewezera community forest 

governance and management historical trend is 

concerned, there were three local institutions 

(agents) whose roles were well recognized by 

the community. These agents were local chiefs, 

traditional belief and the church. These three 

protection agents reserved the forest from its 

genesis up to the present time solely employing 

indigenous knowledges without government 

interventions. As reported by Esihiarib Mikre 

Gebreselassie, Yezegab Zerga Seware, 

Abegaz Gebre Wachira and Abegaz Shifa 

Ahmed during an in-depth interviews and focus 

group discussions, that protection and 

management roles of the above noted 

institutions (agents) have kept the forest intact 

up to present time.  

 3.3.1 The Role of Local Chiefs (Qoro or 

Yeteb Dane) 

Starting from the beginning, the forest was 

protected and managed by representatives of 

the surrounding communities, which were 

known as local chiefs or locally known as Qore 

or Yeteb Dane which means administration 

representatives and clan leaders respectively. 

These local chiefs were well respected by the 

community and their instructions towards forest 

protection and management issues have had 

been observed and practiced accordingly. 

When illegal cutting prevailed or observed, all 

the community members of the localities 

adjacent to the forest are responsible to stop 

and report to these local chiefs. After identifying 

the wrong doers (issue) together with the 

communities, the chiefs do report the case and 

their verdict and punishment in the local 

assemblies or in church ceremonies. According 

to in-depth interviews and focus group 

discussion report, illegal individuals or groups 

who cut the forest products were rebuked and 

advised, or punished with financial payment r or 

if they are not abide to these regulations their 

final fate is strong ‘condemnation or curse’ by 

elders.  Surprisingly the individuals who were 

not respecting the local governance were 

condemned (cursed) by elders. The subject 

personalities and their families would be 

marginalized and or alienated by the 

community and their family which may result in 

disappearance as a result of sickness or 

madness through time. There are many 

evidences of this occurrence in adjacent 

localities of the forest. 

Before the Derg regime the known local chiefs 

who protected and managed the forest were 

Damo Siraga Megeno, Abegaz Chura Gesiye, 

Dada Minuta and Azmach Tiruha Bonge. 

Among these chiefs there were dichotomies 

towards wild life conflict to the adjacent 

localities.  

Damo Siraga Megeno thought that wild animals 

will threat the localities. Thus, even though he 

was the protector of the forest, he used to 

advise stop further expansion of the forest. 

Whereas Abegaz Chura Gesiye thought that 

there will not be such fears and the localities 

should not stop further expansion of the forest. 

When we see these two dichotomies related to 

the then wildlife threats to the communities, the 

issue of Damo Siraga Megeno reached at its 

climax in the localities at present time. As 

discussed before, wild animals threatened the 

livelihood of the local communities due to 

growing tree species diversity and expansion of 

the forest.  

In terms of biodiversity conservation, the 

optimistic issue of Abegaz Chura Gesiye 

towards the forest is more acceptable no matter 

how solutions for such wild animal’s threat is 

unresolved except by killing them. As discussed 

before, however, killing wild animals is 

prohibited legally. Consequently illegal killing 

results in punishment by government officials if 

not by local elders. During Derg regime Abegaz 
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Amerga and Damo Meret were the known 

elders and local chiefs who protected the forest 

from illegal users. These elders were reporting 

the issue to the church assembly for 

condemnation on Sunday prayer time. 

   3.3.2 The Role of Traditional Belief 

(Buezhe) 

Apart from local chiefs there was also one 

strong traditional belief that was responsible for 

the wise management of the forest. This 

traditional belief was known locally as, 

“Buezhe”. Buezhe was a traditional god which 

was believed by the communities for many 

decades before and during the Derg regime. 

Buezhe was a thunder god and if there were 

violations against the rules and believes, it was 

believed that, it brings fire during rainy seasons 

and destroys the houses which are made of 

grass and wooden materials and properties like 

cattle and enset farms. 

The sign of Buezhe was “Shine” a cross like 

tied burnt wood fired by its punishment. Hence, 

the charcoal like wood remain found at the 

event of occurrence was arranged as a cross 

like stick and assigned (placed) to different 

sites of the forest. When the illegal cutters 

watched such signs of shine in the forest they 

stop cutting and return to their home due to the 

fear of punishment by Buezhe born fire. During 

the years of this belief by the community, the 

forest in Gurage area including 

Yotyet/Yewezera forest, were well protected.  

Even though it is nonexistent at present days, it 

protected the forest for many decades. 

However, finally this belief was disappeared like 

other traditional believes in Gurage area around 

1980’s. Orthodox priests are responsible for the 

eradication of Buezhe and other traditional 

beliefs in Gurage area.  

 3.3.3 The Role of the Church 

In addition to local chiefs and traditional belief 

(Buezhe), the role of the church which is found 

in the southern part of the forest named Atirfo 

Debrework Kidus Giyorgis is very substantial 

towards Yotyet/Yewezera forest governance. 

According to focus group discussions with 

selected elders adjacent to the forest and 

priests of the church, before the traditional 

belief and after the eradication of the belief, the 

role of the church in protecting the forest is very 

considerable. 

There are many attachments of the church with 

Yotyet/Yewezera forest. The church protected 

its tabots (covenants) in the forest during Italian 

invasion to Ethiopia. There are two spiritual 

sites at the edge of the forest. One is Holly 

Spring of St. George and the other one is 

Epiphany celebration site which are located at 

south east of the forest at Yewezera grazing 

land. The other attachment of the church to the 

forest is that the church uses some products to 

its need when there is construction demand 

with the recognition of the community. Within 

the eastern edge of the forest around Epiphany 

Celebration site, there are many caves which 

kept many church mysteries.  

According to focus group discussion with two 

elder priests Memire Belete Woldemariam and 

Melakeselam Aklilu Gebremariam who were 

born in the area and served the church in their 

life lime, one of the issues in church assembly 

is the wise governance and protection of 

Yotyet/Yewezera forest. They reported that 

since about ninety nine percent (99%) of the 

community around the church and the forest 

are Christians, they respect their church 

regulations and fear to cut the products of the 

forest. This is because after traditional belief, 

the governance responsibility of the forest is 

transferred to Atirfo Debrework Kidus Giyorgis 

Church. The Church is very sensitive about the 

forest. Memire Belete Woldemariam reported 

that "I am born today because I have never 

been asked in my life before about this giant 

forest and I am very happy for getting this 

opportunity".  
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As reported by Melake Selam Aklilu 

Gebremariam when the late Abuna Gorgoriyos 

II, the Archbishop of Shewa visited and blessed 

the church, he admired the church history and 

the grace of the forest. The Abun said that the 

grace of the church is the adjacent forest. 

When there is some information about the 

threat on the forest the church condemns the 

thieves in Sunday Prayer. 

These priests reported that for future wise 

management of the forest, there is a need to 

transform it to ecotourism status by establishing 

one monastery within it and developing modern 

lodge and modern school owned by the church 

for its closer attention and sustainable 

protection and management. 

 

 

Fig:ure 9 Atifo Debrework Kidus Giyorgis Church (Photo by author, 2017) 

 

3.4 Perception of District Natural Resources 

Professionals on Degradation and 

Protection Status Of Yotyet/Yewezera 

Community Forest 

Among the district natural resources 

professionals, ten experts were selected and 

filled the structured interviews after getting 

orientation by the researcher. Based on their 

perceptions the following responses were 

forwarded.   

 

Table 5: Experts' response on whether they know Yotyet/Yewezera    community forest 

Alternative Frequency Percent 

Yes 10 100 

No 0 0 

                                 Source: Field survey, 2017 
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As depicted on the tables 5 above, all the 

experts know Yotyet/Yewezera community 

forest. As reported by the experts they know 

the forest as one of the known forests of the 

wereda. This shows that the district have good 

awareness about the status of the forest. 

 

Table 6: Experts' response on how they compare Yotyet/Yewezera community    

forest with other similar forests in the district 

Alternative Frequency Percent 

I know the forest as 

scattered wood land 

0 0 

I know the forest as  

scattered bush land with 

minor diversity 

0 0 

I know the forest as dense 

species with high diversity  

10 100 

                           Source: Field survey, 2017 

 

As shown in the table 6 above, from the given 

alternatives all the experts know the forest as 

dense species with high diversity. This shows 

that the experts' awareness about the forest is 

well familiar. As discussed in the previous 

interviews and focus group discussion reports 

and the researchers’ knowledge and 

observations, the forest is found at its high 

species diversity and abundance. 

                   

Table 7: Experts' response on the most protector of the community forest 

Alternative Frequency Percent 

The community  0 0 

Guards assigned by kebele/ 

woreda  

0 0 

Church  0 0 

Both the community & the 

church  

10 100 

                        Source: Field survey, 2017 

 

As can be  shown in the table 7 above,  all the 

experts perceived that  the most  protectors  of 

the forest  are  both the community  and  the  

church.  From  this  response it is possible to 

conclude  that except the protection of the 

church  and the  community, assigning  guards 

to protect the forest by the  district  or kebele  is  

nonexistent. With contrary  to supporting the 

community in this  regard, in some cases as 

reported by focus group discussion, there are 
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reluctant  situations is  punishing  illegal   

cutters by the  kebele and district  personnel.   

As depicted on table 8 above, from the given 

alternatives 70% of the experts replied that the 

nearby villagers are the most deforesters of the 

community forest whereas 30% of them are 

reported as fugas (casted group) who are the 

most deforesters. As discussed in previous 

reports of focus group discussion, these two 

groups' threat to the forest is well accepted. 

Thus, kebele and district administrators should 

support community's effort in punishing illegal 

users.     

 

Table 8: Experts' response on the most deforester group of the forest 

Alternative Frequency Percent 

The nearby village   7 70 

The  “fugas”  (casted group) 3 30 

The kebele administrators & middle  men 

(brokers) 

0 0 

              Source: Field survey, 2017 

                        

Table 9: Experts' response on whether the community forest protected by community 

would bring effective conservation and management for the future 

Alternative Frequency Percent 

Yes  10 100 

No  0 0 

                            Source: Field survey, 2017 

 

As shown in the table 9 above, all the experts 

responded that the future management of the 

forest will be effective by respecting and 

sustaining the nearby community’s 

management efforts. Here the district 

professionals’ confidence in the community 

driven forest management as they reported in 

open discussion is very immense. As they  

reported  the kebele and  district  role should be 

in supporting their effort for  instance in terms of  

incentives and  giving recognition  for their  

effective and  wonderful protection  role.  

However, there are no incentives or 

recognitions given so for to the community by 

district bodies.  The following table shows this 

reality. 

 

Table 10: Experts' response on whether incentives were given  to the  community  for their  

effective  management  roles by the district  bodies   

Alternative Frequency Percent 

Yes  0 0 

No  10 100 

                                       Source: Field survey, 2017 
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3.5 Some Challenges to effective 

management of the Community Forest  

Even though the threat to the forest is not that 

much serious compared with other areas' 

deforestation status, there are some 

occurrences of illegal cutting during the night 

time. These illegal deforesters are three types 

in general. The first groups are casted groups 

locally named as “fugas”. This group mainly cut 

bamboo trees. This is because they are 

craftsmen and they produce various crafts 

needed by the community. They are nowadays 

becoming Christians and obeying the church's 

regulations. The second groups are illegal 

users. When the church uses some products of 

the forest to its use up on the approval of the 

community, these groups start their illegal 

cutting by overshadowing the legal cutting. The 

third groups are those illegal cutters who use 

the forest product when the community and the 

church permit some forest products for those 

community members who lost their house by 

fire accident. With similar cases to the second 

group by name of legal cuttings they use 

additional products that were not permitted.  

As reported by focus groups, as far as 

deforestation in temporal perspective is 

concerned, it was before Derg regime that most 

of illegal users of the forest took place. 

During the Derg regime, there was high legal 

cutting due to enforcement of the kebele 

leaders for those households who were 

homeless (particularly military campaign 

returnees) to construct their own houses after 

getting permission. 

In terms of the reduction of threats to the forest 

to fuelwood purpose, the replacement role of 

eucalyptus is very considerable. As reported by 

Esihiarib Mikre Gebreselassie, Yezegab Zerga 

Seware, Abegaz Gebre Wachira and Abegaz 

Shifa Ahmed, nowadays all the households 

planted their own eucalyptus woodlots and 

threat to the forest totally stopped up for fuel 

wood need. 

The most protector localities in times of illegal 

cuttings are Girar, Nereshe and Genemar. 

Kebele leaders assigned by the government 

are not equally protecting the forest similar to 

the communities and the church. 

To combat threat to the forest the church 

always teach about the wise protection and 

management of the forest in Sunday Prayer 

assembly and other celebration events. As a 

result of this and community commitment to 

obey the churches' order, almost all open areas 

previously used as grazing lands are converted 

to forests through natural regeneration. This is 

opposite to resentment areas like in the 

southwest of the country in which natural 

forests are converting to open areas due to 

shifting cultivation. 

4. Conclusion and The way Forward 

Despite the advent of modernity, local 

communities remain important and their 

relevance to natural resource management 

provides a basis for exploiting their potential to 

complement modern and formal governance. It 

is clear that local leadership remain strong, and 

can influence key decisions that could help 

enforce modern management. There is 

therefore a need, to better understand how 

informal legal systems have worked well in the 

past, and how strategies can be fostered to 

integrate aspects of traditional governance 

system into the formal system. It would be 

interesting to understand which local institutions 

could be harnessed for natural resource 

management, given their sphere of influence in 

the area. 

Without effective management role of the 

community, natural resources such as forest 

resources can be overharvested and even 

irreversibly destroyed. Community's forest 

governance role can be taken as one of the 

best options in natural resources protection and 

sustenance. Community governance represent 

established local systems of authority and other 

phenomena derived from the socio-cultural and 
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historical processes of a given society. Thus, 

Yotyet/Yewezera community forest is one of the 

best examples in these regard. 

The district and zonal officials have to consider 

and give due attention in giving recognitions to 

the community for their effective protection and 

management role. The community members 

should be trained  in utilization and applications 

of nontimber  forest products. This is because 

as far as the experience of the researcher and 

focus group discussion reports is concerned, 

such practice was nonexistent in the past. For 

effective protection and management of 

Yotyet/Yewezera community forest, assigning 

landless young households to rangelands 

adjacent to the forest for crop cultivation should 

be discouraged and these groups have to be 

assigned to non-forest adjacent sites. For 

instance, the known free grazing areas 

adjacent to the forest like Yegueba and 

Yeshemiya were converted to private 

woodlands or farmlands in the near past. This 

will also hinder the availability of free spaces for 

grazing domestic animals. In addition their 

allocation near to forest sites may discourage 

natural germination, regeneration and 

expansion of the forest. Privately  owned forest 

lands  in northern and southern borders  

namely Yezere, Yeguebar and Sije  are used 

as buffer zones and these private forests 

should  be sustainably  protected  and the 

owners  of these possessions should  be 

encouraged and given recognition. Hand to  

hand  relationship  among stakeholders  of the  

forest may bring effective  protection and 

management  of the  forest  and it will  result in  

its sustainability.  

The accessibility of the forest due to its 

proximity to Wolkite - Gubre - Butajira road, it 

will attract researchers, visitors and investors 

who are interested in resort businesses. Apart 

from this study  and  the one which is on  

medicinal plant  diversity  which is  under study 

by Wolkite University  biology  department,  all 

other various research topics are open to 

researchers.  Thus this research calls 

interested researchers to conduct researches 

related to their specializations. To this end all 

stakeholders have to promote this impressive 

community protected forest to attract visitors 

and researchers.  

In other scenario Yotyet/Yewezera community 

forest and other community forests found in the 

district in specific and the zone in general will 

get chances to be registered in REDD+ 

projects. This is because the REED project 

prioritizes community driven protected forests. 

This effort should be implemented by all 

concerned stakeholders that are found in the 

district in specific and at zonal level in general. 

Eventhough this study restricted on studying 

Yotyet/Yewezera forest,  there are  more than 

ten  community forests which are well protected 

by the community in the district and if good 

effort by the stake holders is accomplished, it is 

promising to register all these forests to this 

project. 
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