
 

Donkeys are unsung heroes in Ethiopia's
humanitarian crisis—and they could do even
more with better support

February 14 2024, by Martha Geiger
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Conflict and drought in the Tigray region of northern Ethiopia has
triggered a humanitarian crisis. The Ethiopian government says 16
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million people across the country are facing food shortages, with almost
half of those suffering emergency or severe levels of food insecurity.

In response to the crisis, the UK has announced £100 million in overseas
development aid for essential health care services. More than 3 million
Ethiopians, including vulnerable women and children, will receive
lifesaving help through the program.

For overseas aid to be deployed most effectively (reaching the goal of
supporting the lives of women and children), it should be extended to
support the care of donkeys.

In Ethiopia, donkeys are unrecognized humanitarian workers who
provide vital support through their labor to ensure the survival of people,
especially vulnerable women and children. But donkeys in Ethiopia are
often overlooked, poorly cared for and overworked because of poverty
and a constant reliance on their labor.

The strains of poverty, subsistence work and the effects of conflict are
clearly not only experienced by humans. Animals work for and with
people living in these circumstances and risk their lives in doing so.

Why donkeys matter

The war formally ended in November 2022. But the Tigray region
remains in ruins and 1 million people have been displaced from northern
Ethiopia. Donkeys are key providers of aid to displaced families by
enabling access to water, foodstuffs and firewood that people would
otherwise not be able to reach on foot.

But many donkeys in Ethiopia die prematurely due to a lack of food and
water, and because of the enormous strain their labor places on their
bodies. Research from 2016 found that donkeys have a working life of
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only four to six years in Ethiopia. In contrast, donkeys can have working
lives of up to 30 years where welfare standards are higher.

When a donkey dies, their human co-workers are left in need and
without support. My own research, which was published in July 2023,
has shown that women in rural areas of Ethiopia (where 80% of the
country's population live) are dependent upon and most affected by the
loss of a donkey.

Women in central Ethiopia report that an enormous physical burden falls
on them to carry livelihood materials on their backs and shoulders for
long distances if they don't have donkeys to work with.

Low status

My more recent research has revealed that donkeys, along with their
women co-workers, are at the bottom of the social hierarchy. Donkeys
are associated with drudgery and women's work, so a socio-cultural norm
holds that the two groups are "the same".

In fact, there are numerous common Ethiopian proverbs that compare
women with donkeys. According to one proverb: "Women are
commonly beaten by their husbands, but they are staying with their
husbands to raise their children. And donkeys are often beaten by their
owners, but they will not run away from their owners."

Another is that: "The least of animals is the donkey, and the least of
human beings is a woman. They are doing as they have been told by
men." This equivalency reinforces the marginalization and subjugation
of both groups, manifesting in domestic violence towards them.

A huge number of Ethiopian women have suffered physical and mental
injuries during the war and the crisis that has followed. Health experts 

3/5

https://brill.com/view/journals/soan/aop/article-10.1163-15685306-bja10134/article-10.1163-15685306-bja10134.xml
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10503176/#CR22
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10503176/#CR22
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/13607804231213559
https://phys.org/tags/domestic+violence/


 

estimate that between 40% and 45% of women have suffered gender-
based violence during the conflict.

Other studies report that more than one-third of women in Ethiopia
experience gender-based violence in their lifetime. In reality, these
figures are probably even higher owing to under-reporting because of a
lack of access to health care services and the fear of stigmatization.

My research on the welfare of donkeys in Ethiopia has also recorded
instances of donkeys being hit by their human co-workers while
working. The majority of donkey owners reported feeling justified in
hitting their donkeys if they refuse to move forward or comply with
human requests of them.

Recognizing their work

In light of my findings, and amid reports of escalating violence against
women in the region, humanitarian programs aimed at enhancing the
status of women and dismantling oppressive systems should also include
well-being support to their donkeys.

Addressing the needs of both women and donkeys through protection,
health care and aid can help combat the normalization of violence
against both groups. This will convey the importance of both women and
donkeys to Ethiopian society.

By ignoring the humanitarian labor of donkeys and their contribution to
human well-being, we risk further exploiting and marginalizing both 
donkeys and the millions of women and children who depend upon them
for basic subsistence support.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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