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Introduction

The use of pack animals over human carriage has a significant effect on areas trying to develop an exchange economy above subsistence with poor infrastructure. Substituting human carriage with a single pack animal has the potential to reduce costs by 50 percent, significantly impacting a worker’s productivity (Howe). We wish to bring the benefits of pack animals, more specifically donkeys, to the rural poor in Ethiopia through micro-finance.  Ethiopia has the second largest donkey population next to China. The availability of donkeys makes them a front-runner in our choice for financing transport as a means to alleviating poverty.


A donkey is a poor man’s animal, whether you have 10 or 100. It is for this very reason we feel donkeys are a good investment for women in Ethiopia. You can’t eat them, you can’t give them away as presents, so their only use is as a source of power. But because they are lighter than oxen, this translates as “weaker,” it makes another case against them. Overall, because they have a negative connotation, are cheap and hardy, require little investment in the way of time and money, and are not culturally unacceptable for women to use, they are a great investment for women. This can also avoid the potential gender discrimination case against males issue.

Benefits
The benefits of loaning donkeys are manifold, most of which seem to cater directly to women. They are lighter and easier to handle and train than oxen, and also survive better in draughts. Their implements (harnesses) are lighter; generally it is the men who buy the tools, and the manufacturer’s market has yet to change to apply to women, who now do most of the farming work. They are a lower-risk investment than oxen, particularly where veterinary services are scarce and conditions harsh; where drought or illness kills off oxen, donkeys usually survive. They require very little time in terms of feeding (they take care of themselves, grazing on any available shrub or plant, even in the dry season), and therefore do not add to women’s already heavy workloads.

Because of donkeys’ association with low social status and poverty, men are willing to let women control them. They are also less likely to be stolen.

The First Step

As discussed above, our loans will strictly be for women. Issues with lending to groups of men and woman are highlighted in the case of Uganda: the policy is to include a few men so they can act as spokesmen for the group (Agricultural Implements). We believe that by putting the men in charge of the group gives him control over what to do with the loan (donkey), and the benefits of lending to women are lost. This will have the same outcomes as lending directly to men.


Training sessions are absolutely mandatory to learn about the utilization and management of the donkeys. This way, the poor can maximize the utility of animal; the average life of a donkey is 9-11 years provided they are treated properly (Donkey Sanctuary). Preferably, mandatory periodic group meetings will be implemented for the sake of sharing new ideas on how to increase productivity and learn new management strategies for donkeys. 


The average cost of a donkey can range between $60 and $100; at Ethiopia’s current exchange rate
, the cost in Birr ranges from 545 to 909 (Donkey Sanctuary’s Work in Ethiopia. 2006). We would recommend an average loan of Birr 1500; this would allow the purchase of a young and healthy donkey, and any other initial costs to manage the donkey. Once the group receives the loan, choosing between a male or female donkey lies with them. On the one hand, pregnant donkeys are not productive because they can’t work. On the other hand, if the group lives in a community where other donkeys are found, this provides the opportunity for breeding. This would increase their stock without losing income; in the case that one of the donkeys dies in a situation of disease, more would be available.

Potential Complications
If lending institutions are far away, women must travel to the nearest town, which could take many hours. This means being able to pay for transport costs and, depending on the distance, accommodation (IFAD). For most women the heavy workload and family obligations make it difficult to be gone for long periods of time. In this case, women’s groups are preferred; one group member can travel while the others step in and help out with her obligations at home. 


Another issue to factor in is the lower level of education for women. This can impede their ability to handle the bureaucratic aspects of obtaining a loan (Agricultural Implements). In a situation such as this, the organization providing the donkey will provide assistance in understanding the terms and regulations.

The Ethiopian Donkey


The donkey is a plentiful animal in Ethiopia. Ethiopian donkeys account for around 32% of the African donkey population and about 10% of the world population. The donkey is a useful and durable means of transporting goods and performing animal powered agricultural tasks such as thatching, weeding and plowing. The donkey is mostly used as a pack animal to transport all things from food, water and agricultural product to hauling building supplies or providing transport for the sick or elderly. It is estimated that the average rural farming or highland family in Ethiopia employs 2-3 donkeys. Donkeys are highly valuable to rural farmers as the low development of roads and rough, country terrain make other means of transportation difficult. 


It has been asserted that donkeys breed year round, and develop to mature weight within 2-3 years of birth. The donkey is capable of sustaining itself on consumption of very low quality foods. Donkeys are often neglected where feeding is concerned in Ethiopia, they survive by grazing on communally owned grasslands or on roadsides. The ability of the donkey to survive on low quality inputs makes it well suited to this living condition.  This is also beneficial to the farmer, who does not need to spend resources buying feed for the animal. The donkey also requires much less attention than a horse and is capable of withstanding considerable heat and dehydration. For the most part it has been observed that donkeys living in this manner maintain good body condition nearly all year round. The donkey also requires much less attention than a horse and is capable of withstanding considerable heat and dehydration. In Ethiopia some smallholders are dependant on donkeys as their sole means of gaining sustenance, as they are less costly than horses or mules.
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The donkey is a capable, sturdy animal that breeds year round, sustains itself on a diet of low quality inexpensive inputs and is plentiful in Ethiopia. Donkeys commonly carry 60-100kg of commodities distances of 15-20km for durations of up to 4-5 hours. Observations made along roads in Ethiopia indicate that the distance traveled is often directly related to whether or not a donkey is utilized. 


A major issue with the use of donkeys in Ethiopia is an issue of health. Despite the hardy composition of the donkey they are often not cared for properly and many become ill. Donkeys often succumb to diseases or ailments. Most notable of these are gastrointestinal parasites. The parasites have a generally detrimental effect on the donkey, thus reducing its survivability as well work capacity. This is one of the true care issues with the Donkey in Ethiopia a study conducted in 1991 in Debre Zeit found that only 2 donkeys out of a sample of 1075 tested negative for parasites in fecal matter. This creates  a serious health issue, not only for the donkey, but also the people working with the animal. 

Constraints to Donkey Utilization

Poor harnesses largely impact the productivity of the donkey. Not using the right harness for a donkey can cause sores along the spine, making the donkey unproductive. Also, a grooming brush can be very effective; daily grooming (Donkeys as Draught Animals 1993). Inadequate health care (veterinary support) can shorten the life span of the donkey. This is another reason why basic health care would be included in the training sessions prior to the acquisition of the donkeys. While it is noted that donkeys require low investment costs for feed, regular meals and a change grazing areas is required. Below is a picture of a starving donkey in Egypt; it has continued to work despite going almost two weeks without food due to owner’s poor care.
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Luckily, the Donkey Sanctuary established donkey hospitals in Ethiopia in 1986. Currently, two stationary clinics and five mobile clinics have been established (The Donkey Sanctuary). Owners are allowed to bring their donkeys in for emergency treatment at any time, and at times the main clinic in Addis Ababa can see up to 1,000 patients a day! The Donkey Sanctuary knows how important donkeys can be to survival of Ethiopia’s rural poor:

“Abera Kefeni is 30 years old and recently bought his donkey Beredu to our clinic in Ethiopia. His donkey had been attacked by a hyena and was suffering with a serious bite wound. Abera couldn't wait for the Sanctuary's mobile clinic to next visit his village, so he travelled 13 kilometres to attend our main clinic and donkey hospital in Debre Zeit where emergencies can be dealt with. Abera has to take care of his wife, two children and four parents. With this many mouths to feed, Beredu is vital for the family's survival and is worked every day transporting grain, fetching water and taking the food to the market to be sold.

Abera told us: ‘Without donkeys, there would be no culture; people would end up dying. We all depend on the donkey so much that without them there is no chance.’ (Beredu is Vital for a Family's Survival 2008).
Need for Donkeys


Another issue concerning the use of donkeys in Ethiopia is the attitude taken towards the animals, even among the agricultural community. The importance of the donkey to rural agriculture is often ignored or overlooked by the government or external researchers. Further, the donkey is ridiculed by Ethiopian society in both urban and rural populations alike. People have a generally poor image of the donkey which is reflected in their conversational traditions and phrases. Even in western cultures we are familiar with the phrase “to make an ass of ones self” in reference to the donkey. This negative attitude toward the donkey is likely a major cause of the neglect and mistreatment of the animals, even outside of that caused by monetary constraints. If we are to improve the situation of the donkey in Ethiopia, thereby increasing its lifespan, heath and thus extending its utility, this societal stigma will need to be dealt with first. 

“…there is a need to launch an extension program regarding the proper breeding, nutrition, housing and utilization of donkeys” (Research Needs)


Educating the people and government of Ethiopia concerning the need for donkeys, and hence the need to properly care for donkeys, could significantly help increase the lifespan and thus the return on investment of purchasing a donkey. Instituting programs focused on educating the rural small-holders about the importance of proper care of these animals may very well improve the living conditions of both the animal and its owner.

Infrastructure and Market Access

Ethiopia’s road situation is dismal from a global perspective; it ranks in the lowest 10 countries for kilometers of road per 1000 km2 of land area, and worst for km of road per million persons with only 75. (Bang for Birr)  The situation has improved slightly since 2003 with currently 461.63 km per million people. (Personal calculation from CIA World Factbook.)  This is still by far the lowest percentage among nations for roadways.  The great majority of the roads that Ethiopia has are not even paved.  As can be seen in the table below, the highest densities of roadways are gravel and rural roads, with the rural road type being something akin to dirt.  Another major issue with these roads is that they are virtually impassable during rain and inclement weather.  Also, while roads connect the major cities, much of the rural areas where coffee is grown have little access to them.        

In the empirical project for our group, we found that development was distinctly tied to infrastructure.  We found that adding 1 km of road per 1000 people can impact the HDI number for a country by as much as 5 percent.  Also, we found that a similar increase in road density will affect GNI per capita (ppp adjusted) by $209.37. (Development and Infrastructure)   
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Ethiopia is currently undergoing a third road sector development program with the goal of “Halving the proportion of rural population living beyond 2 km of an all- season mode of transport.” (RSDP)  As can be seen from the map below, red roads have been completed, while the dark blue are in progress.  Between repairs to existing roads and building connecting roads in the blue sections, transportation between cities and to markets will be greatly reduced.  The most impressive thing about the ongoing road projects is that the government has procured and set aside more than 80% of the funding to finish these projects.  Most of the funds for this project have been obtained from the IDA (International Development Assoc.) and the ADB (African Development Bank).  It is also encouraging to note that 34% of roads projects are new roads rather than maintenance or improvement.  The improvements spoken of are mostly converting the dirt roads to all weather gravel or asphalt roads.  The effects that this will have on increasing market access and reducing costs are almost exponential.  Currently, the average Ethiopian lives 13 km from an all-weather access road.  The proposed road projects will decrease the distance to 11 km on average.  While this is still a dismal average, it is a step in the right direction.  
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(Source: RSDP)

“Maps indicate a number of other existing and disused roads. However, inspection shows that due to lack of maintenance most have deteriorated to the point that it is not possible to use them at all, or only with great difficulty in the dry season and with 4-wheel drive vehicles. Thus, reliable road communication currently serves only a limited area and there are considerable areas and population centres located a long way from a motorable road. In addition to the formal road network there is an extensive network of trails and footpaths used by pack animals and pedestrians,  primarily for access to markets and essential services. There is no official categorisation of these routes, but it is clear that for the majority of the population this is the effective transport system. One survey on one of the main trails from Felega Selam to Bonga indicated a mule traffic on the day preceding market of 150–200 animals. Field surveys indicated that due to the terrain, climate and soils, the condition of most trails provides only an arduous means of communication. It is not possible to use motorcycles on them due to the steep, rocky and often slippery surfaces, absence of drainage, and the poor quality of bridges which offer only a precarious form of passage for pedestrians.” (Transport Constraints)
Donkeys and Transport


Due to severe constraints on market access from problems with infrastructure, the Ethiopian people need some form of transportation which will allow them to get their crops to market in an efficient and effective manner.  We believe that the demand for this mode of transport can be met with donkeys.

“…it is clear that for a large proportion of Kaffecho’s population pack animal transport offers the only realistic way of obtaining returns from agriculture above mere subsistence. Ownership of an animal could significantly reduce total transport costs and increase both the returns to the farmer; and the range of distances over which it is economic to trade different farm goods. This has been underlined by recent research which has emphasised the economic advantage conveyed by all simple forms of transport that offer efficiency improvements over human carriage, although significantly the studies excluded pack animals (Ellis and Hine, 1995; Barwell 1996). There seems little reason to doubt that pack animal transport is an important stage in the transition from inefficient human load carriage—on the head, back or shoulders—to higher capacity, cheaper and faster movement by cart or motor vehicle. For this reason wider ownership and use needs to be encouraged from existing modest levels…”(Transport Constraints)
Initial Recommendations
We do not encourage asset-backed loans as the poor have very few, if any worthwhile possessions. This would impede our ability of loaning to the very poor. While interest rates should be set below banking institutions, we should not set the interest too high, allowing time for some savings in income and reinvestment in the donkey (if it should need new equipment). If a group does well and asks for a second loan, in this instance we could perhaps implement a higher interest rate. 

We suggest the remaining loan amount be used to finance donkey carts and/or harnesses, which increases the productivity of the donkeys. Also, there is great potential for teaching local artisans how to produce the carts and harnesses, allowing local reinvestment. We could provide free training services on how to build them, and apply a low interest rate on their profits once they begin production. Training programs for artisans should promote fair markets with their male and female customers.

History and Background

Since 1996, 16 microfinance institutions have been legally registered by the National Bank of Ethiopia and two more applications by new MFIs are being processed right now.  The Amhara Credit and Savings Institute (ACSI) has been chosen as the MFI that will distribute the loans for donkeys.  ACSI is the largest micro finance institution in Ethiopia as it currently boasts more than 800,000 active clients and a loan portfolio of $117,655,824.  It has a current repayment rate of more than 97% with only 1.2% of all loans having late or past due payments.   ACSI is concentrated in rural regions of Ethiopia and loans almost exclusively to rural farmers.  Twenty-five percent of ACSI is owned by the government and the remaining seventy-five percent is owned by NGO’s and other associations.  ACSI has a strong connection to regional grassroots governments, marked by a history of cooperation and collaboration.  

“The operation of ACSI is traced back to 1995 when it was initiated by the Organization for the Rehabilitation and Development in Amhara (ORDA), an indigenous NGO engaged in development activities in the Amhara region.  ACSI still works closely with the government and other NGOs towards achieving food security and poverty alleviation in the region.   ACSI operates in the Amhara Region of Ethiopia with ten branches, 185 sub-branches and over 2000 employees.”
  Unlike traditional microfinance institutions, 60% of ACSI loans are given to men, but for the purposes of our project, loans will be given exclusively to women.
In October 2007, the Grameen Foundation awarded the ASCI with the GF Excellence in Microfinance Award.   Also in 2007, ASCI was ranked sixth in the world and second in Africa by Forbes magazine in a survey listing the top 50 microfinance institutions in the world.  
Microfinance Project: Donkeys

ACSI is the perfect fit for a program specifically aimed at lending donkeys because the Amhara region of Ethiopia is a very rural region where agriculture accounts for 90% of household income.   A recent study performed by the Amhara Regional Bureau for Agriculture estimates that there are currently 659,200 privately owned donkeys in the Amhara region (out of approx. 5 million in Ethiopia).  According the study, “donkeys are widely used as pack animals. They are very reliable and require minimum supervision and management and little food, mostly grazing.  In some parts of the region the use of donkeys for pulling carts has become increasingly popular in recent years.  The use of donkeys for pulling carts not only enables larger quantities of goods to be transported but also allows users to earn extra income through hiring them out.”



Map of Ethiopia—highlighting the Amhara Region
“In the Amhara region, 90% of travel in rural areas involves transport of goods and is mainly done by pack animals, by head and/or back carrying. Transport is a difficult issue for rural people. A major problem is the maintenance of the road system. In recent times animal-drawn carts (donkeys, horses or oxen) have been demonstrated and adopted in some parts of the region where there are well maintained roads and flat areas on which carts can be easily pulled.  Animal-drawn carts have ten times the load carrying capacity of pack animals.  The crucial problems in adopting these carts are: their high cost compared to rural incomes; the lack of credit facilities to support their purchase; cultural factors; and poor road maintenance.”

With the adoption of a microfinance project aimed at the purchase of donkeys (and carts) for rural transportation, the issue of credit can be resolved.  Many of the transportation problems of rural farmers can therefore be avoided, which will help increase incomes and productivity.

According to another study performed by the Amhara Regional Bureau for Agriculture, some of the advantages of donkeys include: they are friendly toward humans, willing to work, easy to train and need little supervision, strong relative to size, they have a long life expectancy when well cared for, they are comparatively cheap to buy, can utilize poor food well and require little water, can be managed by women and children,  are not easily affected by external parasites, can survive well in every climate condition in Ethiopia, and are suitable for many types of terrain (including hills and dry areas). 
  Some of the uses for donkeys include: transport of grain crops, coffee, agricultural inputs (seed, fertilizer, etc), earthenware, stones, sand, firewood, water and vegetables as well as human transport, plowing of land, threshing cereal crops, etc. 
  Any of these activities have the potential to be income-earning ventures.  Many Ethiopian’s earn money by transporting goods for other people or by taking their crops to local markets.  Donkeys are also used to increase the productivity of land through plowing and can help increase output 7-fold in hand-tilled fields.  Many Ethiopian widows may loose the rights to their husbands’ animals upon their death, leaving them with little means to earn subsistence for them and their families.  According to the 2003 Human Rights Watch, “When a woman’s property rights are violated, the consequence is not just that she loses assets. The repercussions reverberate throughout women’s lives, often resulting in poverty, inhuman living conditions, and vulnerability to violence and disease for women and their dependents.”  The purchase of a donkey can be the first step toward producing more food, earning higher incomes and alleviating poverty.

The Lending Process

Microfinance lending is a multi-step process.  First a group of 10-20 women is formed (by choice) in a local community.  Next, each group elects members to act as Chairman, Treasurer and Secretary of the group.  The ACSI will then begin a six-week period of training that includes basic business skills (book keeping, organization, and cash flow management).  While the training is being completed, the women are required to save enough money to make the first two payments on their loan.  These savings act as a source of security and as proof that they are serious and responsible. 
  Then, each individual woman will take out a loan of approximately 1500 birr ($165 USD) to buy their donkey. These loans will be given at an interest rate of .25 in order to recover the high cost of training and travel required to reach the rural women of the Amhara.   Groups will then meet every two weeks with their ACSI Loan Officer to make payments and review the progress they have achieved with the use of their donkey.  These loans will be taken out for a period of six months.  This means that each woman will owe the ACSI 75 birr ($8.25 USD) every two weeks. 

The purchase of a donkey can be just the first of many projects that microfinance loans can fund in the lives of Ethiopian women.  Hopefully the donkey will mark the start of what will become a sustainable business venture that creates a steady and increasing source of income.  
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