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Trade-offs and compromises in sustainability political ecology of food, wood, and stimulant crops 
in Ethiopia
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Sustainable management of natural resources is about balancing conflicting interest across space, time and political divide. 
The production and use of food, wood and stimulant crops in Ethiopia challenges sustainability paradigm. Khat (Chata 

edulis) small holders’ preferred crop for its comparative advantage having significant export value at a national level is considered 
“drug of abuse” blamed for causing physical and mental diseases. Enset (Ensete ventricosum) dubbed today “tree against hunger” 
was regarded as undignified food among the conquerors of southern Ethiopia during 19th century. Eucalyptus (eucalyptus spp) 
exotic tree crop with over 100 years history in Ethiopia is praised for its adaptability, fast growth and multipurpose. Yet it is 
criticised for negatively influencing hydrology, biodiversity and soil organic matter. Today these crops have thrived in the 
Ethiopian social-ecological landscapes mainly by the efforts of smallholder farmers despite the challenges including political, 
environmental and socio-cultural. To examine trade-offs and compromises in sustainability paradigm, this presentation looks 
into the following two contrasting notions by narrating cases from Ethiopia using political ecology frame of reference. 1) 
Farmers’ decision making of crop choice can have large scale environmental, economic and cultural ramification. Are farmers 
always right!? 2) Political attempt to restrict growing certain crops may have unintended outcomes. Are top-down directives 
justified!?
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