
Lessons for the Western World 

It is very difficult for us to think positively about the future life 

of our planet at a time when we find ourselves in the middle of the world's 

worst ecological disaster since Chernobyl. The Gulf War is quite siirply 

about who is to control the world's dwindling resources, and is a continu

ation of the war against the so-called Third World by military rather 

than, as has been the case for a long time, siirply economic means. Almost 

the whole of the Third World stands on the brink of disaster as its re

sources are expropriated to feed the wasteful and destructive consumer 

lifestyle of the West. Already crippled with the burden of an unpayable 

and immoral debt, the effects of the war will only make matters worse. 

Whilst it seems that the overdeveloped countries are doomed to a con

stant series of resource wars as they continue to pursue a concept of 

'Growth' where technology and fashion merge together to ensure an ever 

more rapid destruction of resources; ironically, perhaps it will be those 

'underdeveloped' countries who have failed to industrialise and therefore 

to make themselves dependent on oil, who might stand a chance of develop

ing in an ecologically sustainable way over the next fifty years. Even at 

times of famine and civil war, which has raged for nearly thirty years, 

Tigray' s people are concerned with ecology, placing environmental protec

tion at the top of the agenda. 

"Before the revolution began, the people of Tigray were dominated 

politically, economically and socially. The peasants had no land, so many 

of them were f creed to leave their homes and emigrate to other countries. 

The peasants suffered the most extreme poverty. This is one of the ma.in 

reasons why our revolution emerged. Now because of our revolution we have 

taken the land from the landlords, we have struggled and we have won many 

rights. In the future we will struggle more and more strongly and we will 

win new victories." Margeta Assefa, peasant farmer. 

Tigray, Ethiopia's northern province, has its own language and cul

tural identity. For centuries it remained under a feudal system of admin

istration overseen by rich landlords. Not only did the government try to 

suppress people's ancient traditions, but it also excluded Tigray from the 

social and economic development progranu:nes which were being iirplemented 

elsewhere in Ethiopia. The situation changed little since the overthrow 

of Eirperor Haile Selassie in 1974, oppression being the hallmark of the 

present regime of Mengistu Haile Mariam. Since its formation in 1975, the 

TPLF has been at war with the Ethiopian government (the Derg). At the same 

time it has successfully managed to promote the self-determination and 

self-reliance of farmers living in liberated areas. This has largely been 

achieved by dismantling the feudal system of government and replacing it 

with a People's Administration, which enables the whole community to take 

an active role in the development process. Fram the outset, life in the 

liberated areas has been transformed in favour of the masses. The sig

nificance of giving 'land to the tiller' cannot be overstressed since it 

has broken the age-old exploitation of peasants by landlords. 
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Traditionally the right of land ownership was forbidden to wcnnen. In 

a society where 90% of the population live from subsistence agriculture, 

this made women economically dependent on men, and left them vulnerable to 

a host of oppressive practices. Female circumcision was customary eight 

days after birth. Both pledging an unborn child and child marriage were 

common. Rape was not considered a serious crime and beating was seen as an 

assertion of male authority. 

Women collecting tree seedlings, Tigray, Ethiopia 1990 

Wcnnen were also forbidden to plough and to slaughter their own ani

mals. They were restricted to the hardest and most laborious agricultural 

tasks. They worked in the fields, walked miles each day for water and 

firewood, did all the food preparation and even had to grind grain by 

hand. Women who were widowed or chose to escape child marriage and a life 

of back-breaking labour, had little means of supporting themselves. Many 

were forced into prostitution in the towns and neighbouring countries. 

There are many examples of now life has changed for women in the lib

erated areas. Women all over Tigray at last have their own land and there

fore the means to support themselves independently. Having benefited 
directly from the revolution, women have became a driving force within it. 

Women are now nurses, teachers and farmers able to plough with oxen, and 
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Tigrays' provincial capital, in mid-July - more than half a million seed
lings were given away free to the people of Makelle and its surrounding 
areas. Fran early in the morning crowds of people and young children 
could be seen making their way to the Elala nursery just outside Makelle 
town where two hectares has been planted with a variety of seedlings, in
cluding eucalyptus, lemon, papaya, acacia and seem. 

It will clearly take sane years before such programnes show marked 
results, but what is already obvious is how much greater awareness there 
is among peasant farmers about the need to ~rove land use and agronanic 
practices. The people of Tigray are clearly ccmnitted to change, to an 
~rovement of their lives not just for the present or for the near fu
ture, but for many generations ahead. This has been made possible by 

working hand-in-hand with the environment, helping it along wherever nec
essary, planting trees and preventing soil erosion. we of the Western 
world can learn sane valuable lessons fran this approach to life and the 
environment; not only the fact that aid donations can be used to stimulate 
internal developnent rather than pra:ooting aid-related dependency, as the 
programnes of REST are showing, but also that it is urgent not only to 
ensure that environmental concern is on the agenda but that it is also 
essential to tie everyday life and environmental awareness inexorably 
together. 

REST IS WORKING WITH THE PEOPLE OF TIGRAY TO BUILD A 

TOMORROW WITHOUT FAMINE. 

With thanks for additional information concerning Tigray to: 
Third World First, 232 Cowley Road, Oxford, OX4 lUH 

First published as a catalogue contribution to Earthscape Hastings 1991 
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