A wildlife, culture and traffic accident inspection tour af

Ethiopia

20" October to 20" November 2007
Allan Richards and Steve AnyeBmith

Ethiopia (n)i Anything buta large desert full of starving people

The Plan

The Simien MountainsinBti opi ads north have gel ada and
Ethiopian wolves. Both these animals are endemic and | had long wanted to see them. Further
investigation revealed a country rich in biodiversity, with over 800 birds and a long listalfieee
mammals, many of which are found only in Ethiopia or difficult to see elsewherecBested
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 helpboming fascinated by Ethiopian culture, food and firearms. A popular
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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 ob@cto 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 theofdinéh 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 | guess
that is why you have to go anad out for yourself.

| 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 expensiviadilsive tour

packages. We were surprised at the asfood 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 EtBle r was a g o o-DerGonrand( see i
Traveldwh, be

Four line summary

Et hiopia is one of those countries that wild.l
Wildlife enthusiasts are already increasing and an erosion of western misconceptions of the
country will occur. Ethiopia is sufficienl v del i ght ful and Adifferent

recommend it wholeheartedly. They may need t



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
14 30-Oct Drive to Yabello WS camp
11 31-Oct At Yabello WS camp
124 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
1§ 5-Nov Drive from Arba Minch to Wondo Genet Wabishebelie Hotel
17 6-Nov At Wondo Genet Wabishebelie Hotel
1§ 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
24 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 PN Papyrus Hotel
25 14-Nov| Bahir Dar - Gonder with visit to Imperial Enclosurg Goha Hotel
26 15-Nov Drive to Simien Mountains NP Simien Lodge
271 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
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Ethio -Der Tour and Travel

If there is a country where using pigltransport would be impractical, unreliable, dangerous and
downright terrifying, it is Ethiopia. It 1 s 1
not reach its destinatidnat least not on the day of departure anyway.

We hired al998 Toyota Landcruiser with driver from EtHiger. This cost $US135 per day. Our
contact was Dereje, the owner of the company, who was the only irseureed respondent who
guoted us a rate that we could accepe. selected Ethi®er on the basis th#ttey 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.

T
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ETHJODER Tour & Travel smw e “

We pay Teferi and meet Getnet,
our driver and chef

Teferi
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Some of our accommodation was{m@oked as ourvist was i n the Ahigho s
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 witkthio-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 mos
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 | looked for more than a



few seconds at something while he was driving, he would be teadgp. | would unreservedly
recommend Getnet.

Ethio-Der can be contacted -agthio der@yahoo.com

Getnet Bikila can be found atgetnet 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 gengoatyidea 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 tleeghbouring 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 woulderam 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 pession for their photos to be taken, even when small sums of
money were offered, so | soon gave up on this. Pity.

| suspect that some of Ethiopiads border ar e:
go anywhere near these.

There are myriaéthnic 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 r ef @alrrefeeedce to anyamewittivwhiterslennTdnered , e
was no intended slur in this, or at leastasngard coul d tel |l there wasn
precisely two Amharic words may have let me down here. Other forenge were uncommon except

in the north of the country. | preferred the south.


mailto:ethio_der@yahoo.com
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these kids were exceptional éé
The bad news

Sadly, Ethiopiaradults pass through a phase called childhood. Or at least most of them do. If | had
my way some of the kids | met would have been fed to the reptilian occupants of the Rift Valley
lakes or stuffed into aardvark burrows. To say that they could becomacessa a gross

under statement . By compari son, Il ndi ads kids
moderately persistent begging. When threats of physical violence are needed to try to make it go
away you know there is a problem. Almost gvemall boy and most of the small girls begged for
somet hing or other. Their rather blunt beggi:
Acaramel, caramel 0, dAforempe,ulfacr dmgg ee®, mMeo Mo
rather stuffd any chance that ndseggars 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, | felt sorry for the kidsstM/ould never really

experience a childhood.

Et hi opiads kids are not a reason for staying
to go back.

Wildlife

We identified 453 different birds and 52 mammals in Ethiopia. | spent the pattef a week in
Thailand on the way home and although | kept no records of birds seen, the total count for the two
countries would be well over 600. | added 15 mammals in Thailand for a combined total of 67.

We had copies of thBirds of Africa Southfathe Sahara (Sinclair and Ryaahd for mammals we
relied on local knowledge and théeld Guide to the.arger Mammals of Africa (Stuart and
Stuart)



Despite the distressing state of most of the national parks, there is still miathlesealdlife 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 setesert the biodiversitig understandably very high.

the endemic mountain nyala

Bird life is prolific with many large fat things like bustards in high numbers in optimal habitat. |
suspect that overall hunting pressure of birds is relatively low. We were more than happy with our
bird sightings, and #lough 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 mudheéeckeg!l e c | o
turacos, wattled and blagkowned cranes, Arabian bustards (I just like the name!), and the
parrots.

augur buzzard '




Mammalswere 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 raritylarttardy 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
everywherd even in the national parks. Larger animatstaunted 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 unfrietildbrny and difficult to travel

through. Smallemammals 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. Tése included gelada and hamadryas baboon.

Spotlighting in Ethiopia is very rewarding. Twice we managed ten mammal species during short
Apedsrti nkso drives in the national parks (see
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Reptilesi one rock python, several la&dand turtles, Nile crocodiles, various unidentified agamids
and geckos and that was about it for Ethiopia. Sadly | saw a few old sweaty white human reptiles
in the streets of Bangkok.

Insects(annoying)i very few mosquitoes except at Nechisar NP; res fbr 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.

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

Vegetation For a country reputed to be a vdssert, 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 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 driveOokikdnetres to Negele

Borena, all through thick virtually uninhabited woodland. From Negele to Yabello was ancther all
day drive through forest with just small settlements seemingly randomly scattered along the way.
This whole region has the largest cgatius forest | have seen outside of South Amefiake a

|l ook at Ethiopia on fAiGoogle Eartho if you thi

Darwin Campsite .

The plants above the tree line in Bale and Simien Mountains national parks are mostly herbs and
shrubs, with the exception tife 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 | ocal rules when within fAnational
we were assigned, with two notable exception:
did. Not only did we have to pay them (between 70Es@birr / day), they were conspicuous at

meal timeg 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 employiment an
should add value to a visitords experience. I
or training in basic guiding skills. 't coul
foreign tourists is the best education they @oing to get. In Uganda, where the guides are

supported by the system, they are skilled, motivated and deservdtippse y dono6t | ust
being tipped is their right. In Madagascar, a country as poor as Ethiopia, the skill of the guides is
astounling.

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 timgateid of him and a growing army of
unwanted and unnecessary support staff, we were staring to think of strangling him. | would not
recommend him even though he is probably a good local bird guide.

At Wondo Genet we had Mekonnan, a real gentleman anfibtimt of all knowledge birdvise 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 birdatcher.

@

first Yabel'lbo scout; Zorat secure Birding




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, theoouts 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 steefr clear o
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 withrfaanimals 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 hectaies under grain crops and locals move their stock anywhere they like. Perhaps the parks
should be -henamed Anemaso or fAnot too much hul
areaso. Now you may think | am ry.®8utotlgerpaor | i t t | ¢
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 intbielpark, 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 Governmenttsttaking an interest in a hurry, the future of its
countryods parks is bleak.

Despite my unfortunate writing style where | spell out the negatives a bit too much, the foundation
for excellent national parks in Ethiopia is still evident. The habitatsarsondegraded that
wildlife numbers could not recover. All it takes is some political will and local support.



