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The Rain Doesn’t Come On Time Anymore: 
Poverty, Vulnerability and Climate Variability In 

Ethiopia

Climate variability in Ethiopia is not a new phenomenon. 
Ethiopia’s diverse agro-ecological zones have brought a 
dazzling variety of microclimates, and with it correspond-

ing weather patterns. In the past people have developed ways to 
respond successfully to these challenges, but now in addition 
to the usual struggles, Ethiopians living in poverty are suffering 
from the effects of climate change—both more variable climate 
and more extreme weather events.  Women, men, families, and 
whole communities are struggling with how to understand this 
new variability, identify new patterns, and establish what resourc-
es are needed to move beyond reacting and coping to adapting 
to the new realities and building resilience. Likewise policy mak-
ers face the daunting challenge of refining policies, especially in-
vestment in and related to agriculture, and focus on poverty and 
vulnerability reduction in the context of new circumstances of 
climate change. What is more, climate change will continue to 
increase variability in weather patterns as established by the In-
ter Governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). What this 
means to communities and families is that predicting the ever-
changing, inconsistent weather will become harder and little of 
what they have will go to coping with the current unpredictable 
weather patterns since their livelihoods are so dependent on it. 

The research by Oxfam America aspire to answer three funda-
mental questions in four areas of the country Ofla Woreda in 
Tigray National Regional State, Adamii Tulluu-Jido Kombolcha 
and Yabello Woredas in Oromia National Regional State and 
Wansho Woreda in Southern Nations, Nationalities and People’s 
Regional State (SNNPR). Three questions – 1. Do Ethiopian 
farmers and pastoralists perceive changes in weather patterns? If 
so, what are they?  What meteorological information is available 
in the four study areas? 2. How have farmers and pastoralists 
been coping with and adapting to these changes in weather pat-

terns? 3. What policy recommendations emerge from these specific 
case studies that will increase the resilience of poor men and women 
in Ethiopia?

Key findings of the research in terms of the science and peoples per-
ceptions, shows some discrepancy because the data gathered from 
the local weather stations across the four study sites doesn’t show 
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The Rain Doesn’t Come...

what farmers are experiencing. Only rainfall data from Adamii 
Tulluu-Jido Kombolcha weather station matches that of com-
munities’ report on the decline in the small rainy season (belg). 
This lack of congruence between local rainfall data and people’s 
perceptions is understandable. Farmers, for example, assess rain-
fall in relation to the needs of particular crops at particular times. 
Small changes in the quality, onset, and cessation of rain over 
days or even hours can make a big difference, whereas meteoro-
logical data is more likely to measure totals and larger changes. 
When combined with deforestation (which can increase local 
temperatures), soil erosion, population growth, economic devel-
opment (or lack thereof ), and illness, it can feel like the climate 
is getting worse because even small changes can have terrible im-
pacts. Both meteorological data and people’s perceptions may 
be simultaneously different and “right”. In the Adamii Tulluu-
Jido Kombolcha woreda people reported less rainfall and when 
it comes, it does with great intensity. Based on climate data gath-
ered from near the study area, the total number of rainfall days 
has decreased. But the magnitude of total annual rainfall is more 
or less the same. When the rain comes, it falls hard. Such rainfall 
leads to flooding without recharging ground water resources. It 
is devastating for agricultural production—beating down crops 
and sluicing away soil—and silts up riverbeds, leading to further 
floods. River flow hydrology and morphology data for rivers in 
the study area also supported the residents’ perceptions. Over-
all, small-scale farmers and pastoralists reported that the short 
and infrequent rainfall has negatively impacted crop production 
and food security, livestock, forestry, energy, water, and health. 
Women and girls in particular are disproportionately affected by 
climate variability. Their workloads increase, and they have fewer 
options to find other ways of making a living and recover from 
impacts.

The research also describes findings on coping mechanisms of 
communities and the determining factors of varying levels of 
vulnerability, resilience and adaptation. In addition the research 
report has recommendations at the national level at the commu-
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nity level and specifically for pastoralists.  

Recommendation for Pastoralist Communities 
-Support pastoralists, especially women, through more efficient 
service delivery such as improved livestock, market linkages, and 
livestock health services. 

-Improve access to feed and water for both livestock production 
and household consumption. 

-Invest in better disaster and conflict management practices to ad-
dress recurrent drought and conflict. 

Developed countries have the responsibility to help Ethiopia 
adapt to climate change. They need to reduce their emissions and 
provide substantial financial support for adaptation. For Ethiopia, 
development and eradicating poverty will be challenging unless 
it receives financial assistance to help its people adapt to climate 
change. 


