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Ethiopia (n) ï Anything but a large desert full of starving people 

 

 
 

 

The Plan  

 

The Simien Mountains in Ethiopiaôs north have gelada and Bale Mountains in the south have 

Ethiopian wolves. Both these animals are endemic and I had long wanted to see them. Further 

investigation revealed a country rich in biodiversity, with over 800 birds and a long list of see-able 

mammals, many of which are found only in Ethiopia or difficult to see elsewhere. Bare-chested 

women played no part in the plan.  

 

Looking for wildlife was the focus of our holiday but we were to visit some significant historic 

sites and could not help becoming fascinated by Ethiopian culture, food and firearms. A popular 



pursuit was Ethiopian Mythbusting, where the stereotypical views expounded by friends and the 

media at home were tested.      

 

The wet season in Ethiopia ends at around the start of October so it is a time of green fields and 

happy critters. The 2007 wet season had been average or better, so our chances increased for 

seeing things where they are normally found. 

 

We plotted an itinerary that took us to the far south as well as to the north of the country around 

Lake Tana and beyond. Thirty days was hardly enough but that is what we were told would be our 

visa limit. This turned out to be fanciful, just one item on a long list of fanciful things, but I guess 

that is why you have to go and find out for yourself. 

 

I sent emails to about ten Ethiopian travel and tour companies to get quotes for tours based on our 

itinerary. Most of them replied with all but one trying to sell us expensive all-inclusive tour 

packages. We were surprised at the cost as food and accommodation are cheap, wages low and the 

distances we were to travel were hardly exceptional. The largest cost component is vehicle hire, 

with 4WDs being essential. Our choice of Ethio-Der was a good one (see ñEthio-Der Tour and 

Travelò, below). 

 

 
 

 

Four line summary  

 

Ethiopia is one of those countries that will be ñdiscoveredò by mainstream western tourism. 

Wildlife enthusiasts are already increasing and an erosion of western misconceptions of the 

country will occur. Ethiopia is sufficiently delightful and ñdifferentò to appeal to all tourists. I 

recommend it wholeheartedly. They may need to sort the accommodation sector thoughééé 

 



 

 

Itinerary (as executed)  

 

 

D Date Activity hotel name 

1 21-Oct Arrive Addis Ababa 0545, drive to Lake Langano Bekele Mola Hotel 

2 22-Oct At Lake Langano, visit Abiata-Shala NP Bekele Mola Hotel 

3 23-Oct Drive to Bale Mtns NP camp 

4 24-Oct Birding at Dinsho and Gaysay camp 

5 25-Oct Birding at Dinsho and Gaysay camp 

6 26-Oct Drive to Sanetti Plateau - birding and game drive camp 

7 27-Oct Drive to Harrena forest camp 

8 28-Oct Drive to Negele Borena Green Hotel 

9 29-Oct Birding around Negele Borena Green Hotel 

10 30-Oct Drive to Yabello WS camp 

11 31-Oct At Yabello WS camp 

12 1-Nov At Yabello WS camp 

13 2-Nov Drive to Arba Minch Swayne's Hotel 

14 3-Nov At Nechisar NP camp 

15 4-Nov At Nechisar NP camp 

16 5-Nov Drive from Arba Minch to Wondo Genet Wabishebelie Hotel 

17 6-Nov At Wondo Genet Wabishebelie Hotel 

18 7-Nov Drive to Bishangari Lodge on Lake Langano Bishangari Lodge 

19 8-Nov Drive along the Rift Valley to Awash NP camp 

20 9-Nov At Awash NP camp 

21 10-Nov At Awash NP camp 

22 11-Nov Drive from Awash NP to AA National Hotel 

23 12-Nov Drive to Debre Libanos - Debe Markos local hotel 

24 13-Nov Drive to Bahir Dar, monasteries in Lake Tana in PM Papyrus Hotel 

25 14-Nov Bahir Dar - Gonder with visit to Imperial Enclosure Goha Hotel 

26 15-Nov Drive to Simien Mountains NP Simien Lodge 

27 16-Nov Drive to Chenek camp 

28 17-Nov Return to Simien Lodge Simien Lodge 

29 18-Nov Around Simien Lodge and then drive to Gonder local pension 

30 19-Nov Fly from Gonder to AA and home   

  20-Nov Leave AA at 0010   

    

 



 

 

our travelséé. 

 

 



 

Ethio -Der Tour and Travel   

 

If there is a country where using public transport would be impractical, unreliable, dangerous and 

downright terrifying, it is Ethiopia. It is not that there isnôt any public transport, but much of it does 

not reach its destination ï at least not on the day of departure anyway.   

 

We hired a 1998 Toyota Landcruiser with driver from Ethio-Der. This cost $US135 per day. Our 

contact was Dereje, the owner of the company, who was the only internet-sourced respondent who 

quoted us a rate that we could accept. We selected Ethio-Der on the basis that they suggested we 

rent vehicle and driver only, and pay for the rest as we went. This ended up being significantly 

cheaper for us and less stressful for the tour operator as we could hardly complain about 

accommodation or food that we selected ourselves.  

 

Ethio-Der provided, at no charge, tent and mattresses and cooking and eating irons. Getnet Bikila, 

our driver, also cooked food (expertly!!) and ran errands in villages for us while we were in camp.  

 

 
 

Some of our accommodation was pre-booked as our visit was in the ñhighò season. High season in 

Ethiopia means very little as the raw tourist numbers are very low. Nevertheless we were informed 

that there was not a single rental vehicle to be found in Addis Ababa during our visit. 

 

We were very pleased with Ethio-Der. The vehicle was comfortable and had no major mechanical 

issues. We were particularly happy with Getnet. He never stopped being obliging. Aside from 

being a good and safe driver he was punctual, friendly, informative, totally unflappable and most 

importantly he was always happy to take us spotlighting!! He was happy to stop whenever we 

wished to look at wildlife and would often spot things we had missed. If I looked for more than a 



few seconds at something while he was driving, he would be ready to stop. I would unreservedly 

recommend Getnet.    

 

Ethio-Der can be contacted at - ethio_der@yahoo.com 

 

Getnet Bikila can be found at ï getnet_bikila@yahoo.com   

 

 

Ethiopian people  

 

The good news  

 

You will feel very safe in Ethiopia. 

 

Ethiopian adults are honest, friendly and mostly happy folk. Nomadic cattle herders of the Afar 

variety are the exceptions, being cold, cranky and armed to the teeth. It is generally a good idea to 

stay away from these guys. Thankfully they are rather rare and their habitat and movements can be 

fairly accurately predicted. Even the armed national park staff were scared of this lot. Fortunately it 

is legal to hunt them, and some of the neighbouring cattlemen actively do. This is reciprocated and 

it kind of goes downhill from there. 

 

Otherwise even the meanest scruffiest looking dudes stuck in the remotest boonies nodded and 

smiled at us. To stop our vehicle in a remote village would invite an avalanche of locals wishing to 

shake hands and welcome us. If the women were topless, the likelihood of us mistakenly seeing 

birds right in the middle of their villages increased. Disappointingly, almost everyone not 

employed in tourism refused permission for their photos to be taken, even when small sums of 

money were offered, so I soon gave up on this. Pity. 

 

I suspect that some of Ethiopiaôs border areas are less safe but there was no good reason for us to 

go anywhere near these. 

 

There are myriad ethnic groups across the length and breadth of the country but we noticed no 

change in the attitude of the people as we traveled about. Our tour gave us the opportunity to meet 

Oromo, Somali, Gamo, Guji, Sidamo, Afar, Kereyu and Amhara people.  

 

Although AK47s and other weapons were commonplace we never heard a gunshot and were never 

threatened by anyone.    

 

We were generally referred to as ñForengeò, a catch-all reference to anyone with white skin. There 

was no intended slur in this, or at least as near as I could tell there wasnôt, but my knowledge of 

precisely two Amharic words may have let me down here. Other forenge were uncommon except 

in the north of the country. I preferred the south.  
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these kids were exceptionaléé 

 

The bad news 

 

Sadly, Ethiopian adults pass through a phase called childhood. Or at least most of them do. If I had 

my way some of the kids I met would have been fed to the reptilian occupants of the Rift Valley 

lakes or stuffed into aardvark burrows. To say that they could become nuisances is a gross 

understatement. By comparison, Indiaôs kids are angels. I understand the concept of begging, even 

moderately persistent begging. When threats of physical violence are needed to try to make it go 

away you know there is a problem. Almost every small boy and most of the small girls begged for 

something or other. Their rather blunt begging chants ranged from ñyou, you, you, you, you, youò, 

ñcaramel, caramelò, ñforenge, forengeò, ñone birrò, to the ever-popular ñgive me moneyò. This 

rather stuffed any chance that non-beggars might actually get something from us. Some of the kids 

got a boot up the arse for their trouble, particularly those throwing stones at the wildlife or 

cracking whips behind us. Despite all of this, I felt sorry for the kids. Most would never really 

experience a childhood.  

 

Ethiopiaôs kids are not a reason for staying away from Ethiopia, but they provide an incentive not 

to go back.  

 

   

Wildlife  

 

We identified 453 different birds and 52 mammals in Ethiopia. I spent the better part of a week in 

Thailand on the way home and although I kept no records of birds seen, the total count for the two 

countries would be well over 600. I added 15 mammals in Thailand for a combined total of 67. 

 

We had copies of the Birds of Africa South of the Sahara (Sinclair and Ryan) and for mammals we 

relied on local knowledge and the Field Guide to the Larger Mammals of Africa (Stuart and 

Stuart).  

 



Despite the distressing state of most of the national parks, there is still much see-able wildlife in 

Ethiopia. The country is quite mountainous compared to many in Africa, so with the combination 

of Afro-alpine and other high altitude habitats, rift valley lakes, savannah, broadleaf and other 

woodland, rainforest, cropland and semi-desert the biodiversity is understandably very high.  

 

 
 

Bird life is prolific with many large fat things like bustards in high numbers in optimal habitat. I 

suspect that overall hunting pressure of birds is relatively low. We were more than happy with our 

bird sightings, and although we missed a number of the theoretically possible endemics, the ones 

we saw more than compensated. Who cares about larks anyway? 

 

My favourite sightings included multiple close views of Prince Ruspoliôs and white-cheeked 

turacos, wattled and black-crowned cranes, Arabian bustards (I just like the name!), and the 

parrots.  

 



Mammals were diverse but the overall numbers were low. Visiting a particular site would almost 

guarantee a small suite of resident mammals along with the chance of a rarity or two, but only in 

areas where wildlife protection was higher than average. Aside from areas of habitat destruction, 

particularly so north from Addis, mammals have to compete with domestic animals almost 

everywhere ï even in the national parks. Larger animals are hunted for food or just killed if they 

harm stock (by eating it), and introduced diseases take their toll. On the positive side, much of the 

country is sparsely populated and the vegetation is unfriendly - thorny and difficult to travel 

through. Smaller mammals seem to be doing okay in most areas. 

 

Some of the mammals we spotted are endangered like walia ibex and Ethiopian wolf or very 

difficult to see elsewhere such as African wildcat, striped hyaena and caracal. Others were just 

stunning to sit with. These included gelada and hamadryas baboon. 

 

Spotlighting in Ethiopia is very rewarding. Twice we managed ten mammal species during short 

ñpost-drinksò drives in the national parks (see diary for details).  

 

 
 

    



 

Reptiles ï one rock python, several large land turtles, Nile crocodiles, various unidentified agamids 

and geckos and that was about it for Ethiopia. Sadly I saw a few old sweaty white human reptiles 

in the streets of Bangkok. 

 

Insects (annoying) ï very few mosquitoes except at Nechisar NP; no flies or leeches; and just 40 

billion ticks. Fortunately for others, the ticks were all in the one place and at the one time and all 

on me. 

 

Insects (not annoying) ï a biblical plague of grasshoppers in Awash. 

 

Vegetation. For a country reputed to be a vast desert, we saw none of this. Awash NP was the 

driest area we found. This park is east of Addis and consists mostly of tightly packed thorny 

savannah. South from the Bale Mountains is the remarkable Harenna Forest. The most unusual 

aspect of this forest is that it is there at all and not removed entirely. It is primary rainforest and we 

drove through it for 50 kilometres without seeing a soul, save for the bits that are up to a couple of 

hours walk from either end. South from the rainforest was a drive of 150 kilometres to Negele 

Borena, all through thick virtually uninhabited woodland. From Negele to Yabello was another all-

day drive through forest with just small settlements seemingly randomly scattered along the way. 

This whole region has the largest contiguous forest I have seen outside of South America. Take a 

look at Ethiopia on ñGoogle Earthò if you think I am making this up. 

 

 
 

The plants above the tree line in Bale and Simien Mountains national parks are mostly herbs and 

shrubs, with the exception of the giant lobelia. A more unlikely plant is hard to imagine. 

 

The region from Addis Ababa north to the Simien Mountains has next to no native vegetation left. 

It might be measured in a fraction of 1%. This was confirmed by flying over it.  



 

Guides and sco uts  

 

One of the local rules when within ñnational parksò is that you need to employ a guide. The guides 

we were assigned, with two notable exceptions, knew far less about the countryôs wildlife than we 

did. Not only did we have to pay them (between 70 and 150 birr / day), they were conspicuous at 

meal times ï with the predictable result that we had to feed them, and all the rest of the time they 

just got in the way.  

 

The concept of having a guide is a very good one. It gives local people some employment and it 

should add value to a visitorôs experience. But these guys get little support in terms of equipment, 

or training in basic guiding skills. It could easily be turned around. I guess that just ñbeing aroundò 

foreign tourists is the best education they are going to get. In Uganda, where the guides are 

supported by the system, they are skilled, motivated and deserve tips ï they donôt just assume that 

being tipped is their right. In Madagascar, a country as poor as Ethiopia, the skill of the guides is 

astounding.  

 

At Dinsho we had a fairly knowledgeable wildlife guide, Tilahun. Regrettably his name occurred 

in a past edition of the Lonely Planet guide so he thinks he is a celebrity. We started off being 

impressed by his help and knowledge but by the time we got rid of him and a growing army of 

unwanted and unnecessary support staff, we were staring to think of strangling him. I would not 

recommend him even though he is probably a good local bird guide.  

 

At Wondo Genet we had Mekonnan, a real gentleman and the fount of all knowledge bird-wise in 

his local patch. His daily wage was very low, with the consequence of us tipping him well. 

Mekonnan is highly recommended. As you drive up to the only hotel in town he will see you and 

instantly know if you are a birdwatcher. 

 

   
 



Most national parks required that you hire a scout. Scouts and guides were often indistinguishable 

in terms of their role or ability to carry it out. The only likely difference was the size of their guns. 

If guides were fairly useless, then scouts could be much worse. They were meant to guard the 

camp, but at least one of them ran the risk of being abandoned due to his attempts to try to prevent 

us from doing anything, like walking around, in case we hurt ourselves. He learnt to steer clear of 

me.    

 

 

National Parks  

 

The Ethiopian Government apparently does not much care about its national parks. This was not 

always the case as clearly much (now aged) infrastructure was put in place under earlier regimes. 

Nowadays the parks are awash with farm animals and firewood collectors. Both these activities are 

illegal. Parks sometimes come complete with substantial towns and villages. 12,000 people live 

within the alleged UNESCO World Heritage Simien Mountains National Park. There are hundreds 

of hectares under grain crops and locals move their stock anywhere they like. Perhaps the parks 

should be renamed ñnon-hunting areasò or ñnot too much hunting compared to everywhere else 

areasò. Now you may think I am being a little harsh. Ethiopia is a poor country. But other poor 

countries, e.g. Uganda, seem to be able to do a superb job with their parks. 

 

A park guide in Awash NP told us that a ranger had recently been shot and killed by an illegal 

cattle herder. The herder was back with his cattle, still inside the park, within a week. 

 

The oryx herd in Awash has fallen from 1200 to 600 in three years. We were advised that 

competition from domestic stock and poaching were the main contributors to this disappointing 

statistic. Unless the Ethiopian Government starts taking an interest in a hurry, the future of its 

countryôs parks is bleak. 

 

Despite my unfortunate writing style where I spell out the negatives a bit too much, the foundation 

for excellent national parks in Ethiopia is still evident. The habitats are not so degraded that 

wildlife numbers could not recover. All it takes is some political will and local support.  

 

 


