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I am hungry, O my mother, 

I am thirsty, O my sister, 

Who knows my sufferings, 

Who knows about them, 

Except my belt! 
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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Fixing Famine: The Politics of Information in Famine Early Warning 

 

by 

 

Suzanne M. M. Burg 

Doctor of Philosophy in Communication 

 

University of California, San Diego, 2008 

 

Professor Robert B. Horwitz, Chair 

 

This dissertation combines ethnographic, interview, and documentary data 

gathered in Ethiopia to analyze famine early warning systems – large-scale 

information systems bringing together climate, food production, market, and public 

health data, which have become a major focus in international famine prevention 

efforts since the 1970s.  Famine early warning is part of a top-down international 

response that even many early warning experts themselves feel has been unable to 

solve the problems leading to famine.  In Ethiopia, several different international, 

governmental, and nongovernmental organizations with different agendas have 
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developed their own early warning systems.  The information upon which 

humanitarian agencies act is a product of this complex political environment as well 

as particular understandings of famine that become fixed in the systems through the 

choice of indicators and analytic methods.  The efforts of early warning practitioners 

and humanitarian agencies to separate technical aspects of early warning from their 

politics enables responses to famine that inevitably fail to address the needs of 

famine-affected people.  Though the goal of early warning is to save lives by 

providing timely and accurate information, early warning experts have come to value 

objectivity, consensus, and transparency over accuracy because of constraints and 

pressures in their organizational environment.  This, combined with donor 

governments’ need for information they feel is credible, privileges certain kinds of 

expertise (that of early warning experts) over others (e.g. that of famine-affected 

people).  Therefore, those officially responding to famine see those with the most 

direct experience of famine as lacking relevant knowledge and thus only capable of 

participating as passive aid recipients.  The needs of famine-affected people can be 

better addressed by taking their experiences of and responses to famine into account 

and transforming the endeavors of famine early warning and response accordingly.



 

1 
 

Introduction 

 

“Who knows why, madam?  Why is there disease and starvation and 

suffering? We can only answer the how and the where and the when of it.” 

       Rohinton Mistry, A Fine Balance 

 

 The story of famine early warning goes like this:  Famine early warning 

systems monitor agricultural and livestock production, weather conditions, markets, 

and human health in order to detect impending food crises or famine.  When famine 

early warning experts see that a crisis is likely because of the emergence of extreme 

conditions, they notify appropriate government and humanitarian organizations.  

These organizations should then respond to the crisis in time to ward it off, or at least 

minimize its effects. They don’t always, for a variety of reasons, 1 but this remains the 

goal.  Response, once initiated, continues until the situation returns to normal, and 

people are once again able to feed themselves.  Early warning systems continue their 

monitoring activities until the next crisis looms.  In this way, early warning systems 

save lives. 

 This is more or less how I expected famine early warning to work before I 

began my fieldwork in Ethiopia.  What I found was something different.  While an 

intricate web of discourses and practices support the perception that famine early 

warning and response happen according to the story, famine response in Ethiopia has 

been constant (not an unusual episode marked by a departure from and return to 

                                                 
1 I use the conditional “should” here because even in official narratives of famine early warning and 
response, effective response is by no means assured.  Why this is so will be explored further in this 
chapter as well as Chapters Two and Five. 
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normal, though there are certainly peaks and valleys), and early warning less about 

sounding the alarm for temporary crises than monitoring ongoing conditions.  Early 

warning activities focus on keeping track of numbers of people who need food aid, 

and while these numbers fluctuate from one year to the next, their continuous 

existence seems to indicate that “crisis” is the “normal” situation.   In other words, the 

story that early warning systems operate to detect crises ahead of time and issue 

warnings to humanitarian agencies which then respond to prevent or limit the crisis 

masks what is much more like a welfare system in a Western country: millions of 

people are more or less permanent recipients of “emergency” food aid and exist in 

conditions of perpetual crisis.  

 This general state of affairs is acknowledged openly within the early warning 

and humanitarian communities; as one early warning expert put it, “There is no early 

warning in Ethiopia.  It’s really all needs assessment.”  Even so, “early warning” 

remains a core activity of not only Ethiopia’s Disaster Prevention and Preparedness 

Commission (DPPC; the government agency charged with famine detection and 

response), but many other humanitarian agencies.  Many organizations operate “early 

warning systems” or generate “early warning information,” including the United 

States Agency for International Development (USAID); the United Nations World 

Food Programme (WFP) and Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO); and 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) such as Save the Children, CARE, and 

World Vision.  Moreover, these and other humanitarian organizations continue to 

respond to famine as if it is a temporary, extreme manifestation, even though they do 

so year after year after year.   
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How they are able to do so was one puzzle that emerged for me during the 

course of my fieldwork.  There is a substantial institutional division between 

humanitarian or emergency response and development assistance, corresponding to 

distinctions made between short-term socioeconomic crises and long-term 

socioeconomic problems.  However, much of the work that I saw happening under 

the rubric of famine early warning and response was ultimately also addressing 

problems that could just as easily have been considered development and policy 

issues: entrenched poverty, environmental degradation, shrinking farm sizes, lack of 

market access, detrimental trade policies, and so on.  Even so, famine early warning 

practices maintain the emergency/development distinction by supporting a notion of 

famine as acute emergency beyond normal poverty and underdevelopment, and by 

configuring famine-affected populations as people in need of particular kinds of 

assistance – food aid and other types of emergency relief – in order to survive.   

The other puzzle that emerged was why, given the strong push towards public 

participation in both disaster management and development, there has been virtually 

no effort to include the participation or expertise of famine affected people in famine 

early warning and response.  I had anticipated this puzzle in my preparations for 

fieldwork but had not expected the exclusion of famine-affected people in the process 

to be as thorough as I subsequently observed it to be.  I was aware of the vast 

literatures on participatory development (e.g. Anderson and Woodrow, 1998; 

Beaulieu, 1997; Bhatnagar and Williams, 1992; Blackburn and Holland, 1998; 

Chambers, 1984; Jennings, 2000; Korten and Klauss, 1984; La Voy, 1999; Oakley 

and Clegg, 1999; Schneider and Libercier, 1995; The World Bank, 1996), as well as 
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on public participation in disaster management (see, for example, Buckland and 

Rahman, 1999; Freeman et al, 2003; Moore et al., 2002; Pandey and Okazaki, 2005; 

Pearce, 2003; von Kotze and Holloway, 1996; Warner and Oré, 2006).2  These 

literatures indicate that development and disaster management programs based on 

some form of public participation are generally more successful and sustainable than 

top-down approaches.  I was expecting something similar for famine early warning 

and humanitarian response in Africa generally, and in Ethiopia in particular, given its 

history with famine.  However, I found little evidence of participatory early warning 

or disaster management approaches, and little interest in or support for them from 

either the Ethiopian government or donors.3  Indeed, as my fieldwork progressed, I 

found that humanitarian discourses and practices actively preclude the participation of 

famine affected people.  Essentially, those responding to famine view those with the 

most direct experience of famine, whose needs are being measured and responded to, 

as lacking expertise and knowledge and thus not capable of participating in the 

process as anything but passive aid recipients.   

While these two puzzles seem to be distinct, as my fieldwork progressed I 

came to see how they are in fact interrelated and even mutually supportive.  

Underlying both of them is an assertion of famine early warning as a particular kind 

of technical expertise that is the rightful domain of particular groups of people in 

                                                 
2 Participatory approaches are not unproblematic, of course.  Numerous critiques have been published 
that indicate their failure to democratize development and disaster management practices and their 
tendency to replicate power inequalities (e.g. Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Mohan and Stokke, 2000; 
Nelson and Wright, 1995).  Other studies (e.g. Williams, 2004) claim that while participatory 
development has been poorly realized, it nevertheless creates new possibilities for political action. 
3 One pilot program by CARE, a community based risk management and disaster preparedness 
program, was highly controversial, and at the time of my fieldwork, CARE had just been asked by 
USAID, one of its major funders, to discontinue the program and focus on programs in keeping with 
the Ethiopian government’s directives.   
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particular organizations.  This is not to say that the puzzles are simply a plot on the 

part of these people to keep their jobs.  Rather, they are a way of reproducing the 

need for early warning expertise in response to demands for certain kinds of 

information from international donor agencies to plan humanitarian interventions.  

Since the 1970s, early warning information has come to be considered an essential 

part of the famine response apparatus and contributes to famine response in important 

ways.  Indeed, the mid-1980s famine in Ethiopia, to which analysts attribute one 

million deaths, was blamed in part on a failure in early warning, and prompted 

USAID to create its own early warning system so that such a catastrophe would never 

happen again (Nall and Josserand, 1996).  Thus, what is at stake for early warning 

experts is not only their jobs and their role in decision-making in a multi-billion dollar 

international venture, but also the part they consider themselves to play in saving 

people’s lives.  For this reason, the famine early warning story remains a powerful 

and compelling narrative that supports the need for early warning expertise, and much 

of early warning practice shores up this expertise.  Hence the two puzzles which drew 

me into the topic: maintaining the permanent crisis and the exclusion of famine-

affected people as experts. 

What emerged from my research is an account of both the centrality to the 

endeavor of famine early warning of the technical/political divide constructed through 

early warning discourses and practices, and the ways in which the technical and the 

political are mutually imbricated, rendering this divide at once a technical and 

political achievement.  In defining certain issues as technical, early warning experts 

carve out a domain for themselves and their expertise, while political issues are 
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considered the domain of aid administrators, government officials, and the people 

themselves.  However, the delineation of the technical from the political is itself a 

political accomplishment, in that it enables, under a technical guise, political 

judgments about which forms of knowledge are required for humanitarian action, as 

well as who is authorized to produce and act on them.4  The politics embedded in and 

enacted by famine early warning systems thus become masked as technical 

operations.  Of particular importance is the effect of these politics on whose 

perspectives on famine are accepted and acted upon not only by early warning experts 

but by the aid community, and whose perspectives are excluded and therefore do not 

inform humanitarian response.  Thus, the title “Fixing Famine” refers both to solving 

the problem of famine and the way in which famine, through the process of early 

warning, becomes fixed as a particular kind of problem requiring certain types of 

information and action on the part of certain people to solve.   

One of my central concerns is the link between particular representations of 

famine produced by famine early warning systems and particular modalities of 

famine response.  I have found that the practices producing those representations of 

famine in order to facilitate those modalities of response uphold certain claims to 

credibility, trustworthiness, and objectivity that exclude the participation of famine 

affected people in making decisions about their own welfare.  In exploring this issue, 

                                                 
4 Indeed, one very good way of reproducing political values is rendering something a technical 
question; this is a common concern in science and technology studies.  For example, Madeline Akrich, 
in her account of the political strength of technical objects, describes how technical objects and 
systems prescribe moral and ethical behavior on the part of their users, and thus, for example, the 
electrification of the Ivory Coast was carried out in such a way as to “create such new and ‘modern’ 
entities as the individual citizen” (1992, p. 214).  Technical objects and systems are thus not separate 
from social relations.  Rather, as Bruno Latour argues, “society and technology are not two 
ontologically distinct entities but more like phases of the same essential action” (1991, p. 129).   
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I am not arguing that the way to improve famine early warning systems as they are is 

to include indigenous knowledge.  Rather, the exclusion of famine-affected people 

from the process is a symptom of the type of top-down politics that prevails in 

humanitarian policy and action, of which early warning systems are a part.  The 

failure of humanitarian policy and action to solve the problem of famine over the last 

thirty years warrants an examination of the role of famine early warning systems in 

reproducing these politics.  Such an examination can lead to other ways of doing 

early warning that might be more helpful for people who are affected by famine, but 

the first step is to understand how early warning systems work to privilege certain 

accounts of famine, and thus certain ways of responding to it, over others. 

My analysis of the politics embedded in famine early warning systems begins 

with an exploration of how famine has been defined, and how certain definitions of 

famine have become the basis of humanitarian response through their deployment in 

early warning systems (Chapter Two). Because there are multiple understandings of 

famine, multiple methodologies have emerged to assess famine conditions; choices 

between methodologies are simultaneously political and technical, emerging from 

complex interactions between the individuals and organizations involved in famine 

early warning (Chapter Three).  In their day to day practice, early warning experts 

must satisfy both their own standards and external pressures to provide credible and 

accurate information to support humanitarian interventions, which affects the 

reproduction of early warning expertise (Chapter Four).  Further, early warning 

systems, as efforts to mitigate and prevent famine, have implications for famine 

response as well as larger efforts to eradicate the problems believed to cause famine 



8 
 

 

to begin with  (Chapter Five).  Underlying all of these issues are concerns about the 

relationship between famine early warning practices and famine-affected people, and 

how famine early warning as well as humanitarian efforts generally, could better meet 

their needs. 

Much of the literature on famine early warning systems has been written from 

the perspective of humanitarian practitioners (e.g. Buchanan-Smith and Davies, 1995; 

Glantz, 1996; Maxwell and Watkins, 2003; Moseley and Logan, 2001; Walker, 1989) 

or scientists involved in the remote sensing and climate modeling end of the systems 

(e.g. Broad and Agrawala, 2000; Brown and de Beurs, 2007; Kammerud, 1996; 

Rowland et al., 2005).5  While these studies provide valuable insights into certain 

methodological and organizational aspects of famine early warning systems, they lack 

a critical approach to understanding how the systems themselves come to contain 

political relationships and ethical commitments that they reproduce in the world by 

defining famine and famine-affected people in particular ways that enable some 

approaches to solving the problem of famine and preclude others.  In this study, 

analyzing the effects of famine early warning systems is not determining whether or 

not a particular warning produces the desired response, or even creating a scorecard 

of prediction success or failure for different early warning systems, but rather 

examining how the systems construct different categories of events (meteorological 

drought, hydrological drought, entitlement failure, complex political emergency, etc.) 

and people (e.g. vulnerable, at risk, malnourished, famine-affected) requiring certain 

                                                 
5 One exception is a Ph.D. thesis by Linda Stephen (2003) on vulnerability and food security in 
Ethiopia.  Though her main focus in on vulnerability assessment methodology and food security 
policy, she includes several chapters that address famine early warning.  Her work is discussed in 
Chapter Three. 
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types of intervention (relief aid, food for work, employment generating schemes, 

credit programs), upon which policymakers base their decisions. In exploring these 

issues, this study intersects with and draws upon several bodies of literature in the 

fields of information studies, science and technology studies, disaster studies, and 

development studies.   

The contribution this dissertation makes to the scholarly literature on 

information systems is twofold: it provides a detailed and critical study of how 

famine early warning systems work as information systems; that is, how they produce 

classifications that then become the basis for action in the world.  Further, it provides 

a study of how global processes of quantification and standardization are transformed 

through their enactment in local conditions – what happens when models derived in 

the West are applied to the rest in a particular nonwestern country.  The politics of 

information in famine early warning are not merely the institutional politics or 

international relations in which the technical process is conducted – an external 

“context” interacting with the technical systems – although the people I interviewed 

and worked with most commonly interpreted my dissertation topic this way.  Rather, 

they are the power relations that occur through the use of the systems.  There is no 

separate technical realm of early warning free of politics, although this is what early 

warning experts seek to achieve.  Rather, the systems themselves contain politics that 

have very real effects on the world that they describe.  In this sense, they are what 

Latour describes as “society made durable” (1991, p. 103).6  

                                                 
6 Latour and others in science studies argue that technical systems exist within a chain of social 
relations, not outside of them and acting on or acted upon by them .  As Woolgar points out, the 
creation and use of technology, and cultural artifacts more broadly, occur “in virtue of the 
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Thus, how different organizations with different agendas respond to 

information provided by the systems is part of the picture. But these responses are 

already shaped by the processes of system design, implementation and use that 

created that information to begin with. These processes in turn are constrained by the 

organizational structures in which they occur, as well as the politics of those 

organizations. The systems themselves are thus inscribed with prior decisions arrived 

at through political struggles that occurred around their inception and continue 

through their implementation. Furthermore, the representations of famine in the early 

warning systems provide the terms by which donors, governments, and other 

organizations receiving the information understand famine and respond to it.  

Therefore, the concepts and classifications produced by the systems need to be 

examined not simply as the outcomes of scientific necessity, but as political artifacts 

that in turn produce certain categories of people, places and events as sites for 

intervention.  

 

Methods of the Current Study 

 

In order to address the questions posed in this study, I used a combination of 

qualitative methods.  Of primary importance were ten months of participant 

observation among early warning organizations in Ethiopia, as well as interviews 

                                                                                                                                           
reorganization and realignment of sets of social relations” (1996, p. 98).  Technology, thus, can be 
understood as “a cultural artefact or system of artefacts which provides for certain, often new, ways of 
acting and interrelating” (p. 90).  Thus, “users of a technology confront and respond to the social 
relations embedded in it.  They experience the effects of the material artefact as far more immediately 
compelling than any mere interpretation or description” (ibid.).  This contributes to the apparent 
durability of technical objects, which Latour reminds us are “never the beginning but the end of a long 
process of proliferating mediators” (1999, p. 192).   
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with a range of early warning and humanitarian actors.  I also engaged in analysis of 

early warning reports from different organizations, as well as other documents such 

as meeting minutes, training manuals, memos, and internal reports which early 

warning experts at various organizations made available to me.   

During my fieldwork, conducted between September 2003 and July 2004, I 

spent the most time in the DPPC’s Early Warning Department and the FEWS NET 

Ethiopia office at USAID.  My access to these two offices enabled me to observe 

firsthand their operations as well as their interactions with other organizations.  I 

assisted in producing several monthly early warning reports for the DPPC, and helped 

produce the 2004 Food Supply Prospect, a supporting document for the annual 

consolidated appeal for humanitarian assistance.  Furthermore, I participated in 

assessment field trips, including the mid-meher
7 assessment of Afar Region (a 

pastoral area) and a pilot-testing exercise of a new assessment methodology in 

Amhara Region (an agricultural area).  I also attended numerous workshops and 

training sessions, and all of the monthly meetings of the Early Warning Working 

Group, which coordinates early warning activities among numerous organizations in 

Ethiopia.  I served as a member and record keeper of the Methodology Sub-Group of 

the Early Warning Working Group during a time when they were trying to finalize 

the new needs assessment methodology (this experience formed the basis for part of 

Chapter Three).  Further, I visited the regional capitals of Afar; Amhara; Oromiya; 

Somali; Southern Nations, Nationalities, and People’s Region (SNNPR); and Tigray 

                                                 
7 The meher is one of two main agricultural production seasons in Ethiopia, running roughly from June 
to November.  The other is the Belg, or short rains, which runs from January to March/April.  Needs 
assessments coordinated by the DPPC Early Warning Department occur most often in the middle and 
at the end of each season (see Chapter Three for details).   
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Regional States, and interviewed regional officials and DPPC staff, as well as 

regional representatives of various organizations involved in famine early warning 

and response.  In several regions I was also able to interview zonal and woreda level 

DPPC staff.8 

My role as a participant observer afforded the opportunity for extremely rich 

interactions with early warning experts in a variety of contexts; however, I also 

encountered some of the limitations inherent to the method, particularly my 

ambiguous position in relation to my informants and research subjects.  My initial 

contact was with the FEWS NET office, so at times I found myself labeled a FEWS 

NET or USAID staff member.  I myself never used this designation, but when others 

did, the effects were immediate, powerful, and difficult to overcome, even though I 

was always quick to point my independent status as a Ph.D. student from the 

University of California, San Diego.  Indeed, some of my interviews with individuals 

higher up in bureaucratic hierarchies ended up turning into laundry lists of what 

resources their organizations were lacking because I was introduced to them as being 

“from USAID.”  Moreover, despite my rather ambiguous status as an outside 

researcher, I was often included in consultations and my opinions on matters deemed 

technical were actively sought.  I attribute this to the routine turnover of international 

consultants within humanitarian organizations; people were accustomed to outsiders 

coming in for relatively short periods of time (my 10-month stay was considered 

“long”).   

                                                 
8 The Ethiopian federal state is divided into regions, which are further divided into zones and woredas, 

which are roughly the equivalent of American counties; the administrative structure is discussed in 
Chapter Three. 
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 I conducted interviews between December 2002 and October 2007, primarily 

with early warning experts but also with staff of humanitarian organizations and 

donor agencies in Washington, DC; Addis Ababa, Ethiopia; Nairobi, Kenya; and 

Rome, Italy.  The organizations represented are listed in Table 0.1.   

 

Table 0.1:  Organizations Represented by Interviews in the Current Study 

Government of 

Ethiopia 

Multilateral 

Organizations 

Bilateral 

Organizations 

Nongovernmental 

Organizations 

DPPC UN Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF)  

Canadian International 
Development Agency 

CARE 

Ethiopian Mapping 
Authority 

UN Development 
Programme 

European Community 
Humanitarian 
Organization 

Catholic Relief 
Services 

Food Security 
Coordination Bureau 

UN Food and 
Agriculture 
Organization 

Department for 
International 
Development (UK) 

Ethiopian Red 
Cross Society 

Ministry of 
Agriculture 

UN Office for the 
Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA) 

United States Agency 
for International 
Development 
(USAID)/ Food for 
Peace 

Project Concern 
International 

National 
Meteorological 
Services Agency 

UN World Food 
Programme 

USAID/Africa Bureau Relief Society of 
Tigray (REST) 

-- World Bank FEWS NET (including 
Chemonics, NASA, 
NOAA, and USGS) 

Save the Children 
UK  

-- -- -- World Vision 
Ethiopia 

 

 

My interview data are reported anonymously in the text, in keeping with both 

interviewees’ preferences and requirements set forth by UCSD’s human subjects 
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review board.  Indeed, in Addis Ababa particularly, while people were for the most 

part quite happy to speak with me expansively about their opinions and experiences 

of early warning, many of them expressed a desire for anonymity as well as 

clarification that these were their personal views and not those of their organizations.  

I was unable to tape record interviews (people expressed or exhibited a reluctance to 

be recorded) and therefore relied on note-taking by hand.  I attribute this caution on 

the part of the interviewees to the widespread tensions that have permeated the early 

warning community in Addis Ababa for the past decade or so (see Chapter Three).  

I selected interviewees through two main procedures.  First, I made a grid of 

the relevant organizations and positions and attempted to achieve as broad coverage 

of these as possible.  Beyond that, I used snowball sampling to enrich my sample.  

Because my questions were primarily about what would be considered technical 

issues by the early warning community, most of my interviews were with technical 

staff – those responsible for gathering, processing, and reporting early warning 

information.  However, I also spoke with some representatives of donor governments 

(such as the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom) to obtain their 

perspectives on the main problems with famine early warning and response.   

 Interviews were generally semi-structured, though some were open-ended; in 

order to have some basis for comparison, I asked each interviewee about their 

perspectives on what they considered the most important issues in famine early 

warning and famine prevention, the role of information technology with respect to 

those issues, what made good early warning information, and how they did their jobs.  

Because of language and time constraints, my interviews with people identified as 
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famine affected were limited to people encountered on assessment missions.  Further 

investigation along those lines awaits further research funding and time. 

 From the participant observation data, interviews, and documents, I tried to 

tease apart the use of technical, organizational, and political language in order to 

identify themes for further analysis.  This process began before I went to the field, as 

I read the literature on early warning as well as early warning reports and 

documentation available online, and conducted interviews at FEWS NET and USAID 

offices in Washington, DC.  It continued in the field, as I wrote frequent summaries 

of my field experience in which overarching themes such as objectivity, consensus, 

and transparency emerged, and following my return, as I went over the analyses of 

the 2002-2003 famine that were becoming available in mid-2004.  Throughout, I 

focused on definitions; methodological debates; moments of tension or conflict and 

their resolution; and explanations for famine early warning and response successes 

and failures, as I found that these were instances when efforts to reinforce the 

distinction between the political and the technical were the most pronounced.   These 

became, respectively, the bases for chapters two, three, four, and five, summarized 

below.   

 

Plan of the Dissertation 

 

The subsequent chapters of the dissertation build on the arguments presented 

in the introductory section as follows: 
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Chapter One, “Famine Early Warning Systems and Ways to Think about 

Them,” presents a way of approaching famine early warning systems as systems of 

classification and quantification that inform humanitarian action and policy in the 

complex web of institutional politics of the international humanitarian system. It thus 

opens up the possibility for understanding early warning systems as having political 

ramifications far more extensive and unpredictable than their designers and operators 

anticipate. 

Chapter Two, “Conceptualizing Famine and Famine Early Warning,” traces 

the intertwined history of famine theorizing and early warning from Malthus to the 

present day in order to examine the underlying assumptions about famine that become 

embedded in early warning systems.  Early warning experts and humanitarian actors 

consider defining famine an important starting point for responding to it.  Therefore, 

the definitions of famine deployed by early warning systems have important 

implications for famine response and humanitarian policy.  Moreover, despite 

changes in definitions of famine and theorizing about famine causation during the 

past three decades, older understandings of famine that are now often rejected by 

humanitarian actors and academic analysts persist through the indicators that early 

warning systems use.   

Chapter Three, “Measuring Famine in Ethiopia,” examines the history of 

famine early warning in Ethiopia.  It analyzes the main actors and their relationships 

through a series of methodological debates that have characterized early warning in 

Ethiopia (and beyond) during the past decade.  At stake in these debates are not only 

questions of early warning methodology, but which organization’s views on what 
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famine is and how best to assess and respond to it become the official view of the 

Ethiopian government and its humanitarian partners.  At the core of these debates is 

which methodology, hence which organization, projects sufficient trustworthiness to 

win over international donors.  What the debates’ participants regard and portray as a 

primarily technical discussion is a political skirmish with profound implications for 

all involved, particularly the famine affected people who are absent from the debates.   

How early warning experts establish their trustworthiness and the effects of 

this on the production of early warning information are the topic of Chapter Four, 

“Objectivity, Consensus, and Transparency in Famine Early Warning.” This chapter 

examines how a series of tradeoffs between objectivity and accuracy, consensus and 

independence, and transparency and autonomy are inherently political choices.  

Decisions about which sources of information to use, how to analyze that 

information, and which results to report seem to be chiefly technical concerns, but 

they are made in response to both internal and external pressures, and they are tied to 

particular institutional positions.  By embracing the values of objectivity, consensus, 

and transparency, early warning experts are participating in a type of authoritarian 

politics propagated by the major aid institutions, which in turn shapes the lives of 

famine affected people. 

Finally, Chapter Five, “Fixing Famine: Ways of Moving from Prediction to 

Prevention,” provides a critical overview of the most common explanations for the 

failure of famine response, and situates the current study within debates on how to fix 

humanitarian and development assistance to eliminate not only the problem of 

famine, but also hunger and extreme poverty worldwide.  Through an analysis of the 
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2002-2003 famine in Ethiopia, the chapter indicates the problems produced by 

regarding early warning as a technical rather than political endeavor, which in this 

case led to a delayed response and increased loss of life.  The dissertation concludes 

with a re-examination of the main argument as well as its implications, including the 

possibilities of participatory early warning.  
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Chapter One: 

Famine Early Warning Systems and Ways to Think about Them 

 

A famine early warning system is “a system of data collection to monitor 

peoples’ access to food, in order to provide timely notice when a food crisis threatens 

and thus to elicit appropriate response” (Buchanan-Smith and Davies, 1995, p. 4).  

However, since people’s access to food is a difficult thing to measure directly, the 

systems rely on a number of proxies or surrogates, including climate and crop 

conditions (e.g. satellite images of vegetation density or rainfall estimates), market 

prices of cash and staple crops, and nutritional data such as levels of caloric intake per 

capita. Thus, “the logic of these systems is that a famine can be seen in advance by 

collecting and analyzing data on rainfall, animal and crop production, and 

socioeconomic indicators such as grain prices and livestock sales.  By studying these 

‘early warning indicators,’ governments and relief agencies should have sufficient 

advance warning of an impending famine to intervene in a timely manner” (de Waal, 

2005, p. 222).   

Some of these measures have been developed by the systems themselves, and 

some have been adapted from preexisting systems serving other purposes; in fact, 

many early warning systems use secondary data.  For example, market data might 

come from government grain marketing boards, and climate data are obtained from 

global climate monitoring systems such as those operated by the United States 

government’s National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). 

Famine early warning systems thus bring together several different kinds of 
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information from different disciplines, including “hard scientific” data on climate and 

vegetation density; public health data on morbidity and mortality; economic data on 

market prices of staple and cash crops; agricultural data on crop conditions, pestilence 

and crop disease; and socioeconomic data on household food supply and demand.  

Data sources range from satellite imagery to local-level household surveys.  Different 

temporal and spatial scales come into play; for example, satellite data generally 

processed every 15 days provide information one square kilometer at a time, while 

data on livestock production may only be available from government agencies every 

six months. Moreover, individuals from very different fields, ranging from 

agricultural economics to satellite data analysis, process the data using widely 

divergent strategies, techniques and standards, working within differentially 

positioned institutions (local, bilateral, multilateral, governmental, nongovernmental, 

corporate). A tremendous amount of work goes into bringing information from these 

various sources together, interpreting it, and conveying the final product to donor 

agencies, governments, and other interested parties – work carried out by private 

consulting firms, offices within multilateral agencies, or NGO technical units, 

depending on the system.  

 Famine early warning systems are thus complex, hybrid constructions.  They 

also operate at several different levels and serve different masters. They range in scale 

from the Global Information and Early Warning System (GIEWS) of the United 

Nations Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO), to localized and community-

specific early warning systems, such as one operated by the Drought Contingency 

Planning Unit in Turkana District, northern Kenya.  Several different early warning 
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systems often operate in the same country, organized at international, national, and 

local levels by their parent multilateral, bilateral, governmental, or nongovernmental 

organizations (see Table 1.1 for examples of different early warning systems and their 

organizational affiliations).  Mechanisms of coordination between systems may exist 

as well, to share information and minimize duplication of work. One example of this 

is Ethiopia’s Early Warning Working Group, which brings together international and 

national actors to achieve consensus on early warning results and relief requests.  

Thus, the institutional arrangements of early warning systems are often complex and 

entail substantial collaboration between experts working at different organizations. 

Work is further integrated by the fact that experts often move from one organization 

to another, carrying their accumulated knowledge and experience with them, and the 

fact that many of the systems receive data from common sources.  

 

Table 1.1:  Selected Famine Early Warning Systems and Organizations 

 

System Organization Scale 

GIEWS  Food & Agriculture Organization (UN) Global 

FEWS NET USAID Global 

Vulnerability and Mapping World Food Programme (UN) Global 

Systeme d’Alerte Precoce Médecins sans Frontières (Belgium) Local 

Household Economy 
Approach 

Save the Children (UK) Local 

Early Warning System Oxfam Local 

Household Livelihood  
Security Assessments 

CARE International Local 

Early Warning Department Disaster Prevention and Preparedness 

Commission (Ethiopia) 

National 
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 Despite differences between famine early warning systems, there are several 

things they tend to have in common.  Chief among these is the need to be recognized 

as providing accurate, credible, usable, and timely information.  The idea is that if 

early warning information systems provide the right kind of information in the right 

timeframe, humanitarian agencies and international donors will respond more quickly 

and effectively to their warnings, and thus famines will be successfully mitigated or 

prevented.  This need to appear trustworthy produces several interacting effects:  a 

preference for quantified information, cultivation of an appearance of neutrality, and 

a focus on rapid information gathering techniques and technologies.  Therefore, in 

order to understand how famine early warning systems work, we need to have ways 

of thinking about these effects.   

 Furthermore, famine early warning systems are most commonly designed and 

operated by Northern organizations working in the global South.  While famine early 

warning in its most general sense – the use of indicators to determine whether a food 

crisis is likely to happen – has been part of food production practices in Africa for 

generations,9 the early warning systems examined by this dissertation have been 

developed by particular organizations for particular needs.  These needs are often 

                                                 
9 A few studies have been conducted of traditional or indigenous early warning indicators, such as the 
Drought Monitoring Centre-Nairobi’s 2004 study of “Traditional Indicators Used for Climate 
Monitoring and Prediction in Some Parts of Rural Kenya,” which documents through interviews with 
traditional forecasters, or “rainmakers,” how rural people use their knowledge of the behavior of 
certain birds, insects, animals, and plants to predict weather fluctuations.  This study shows that local 
meteorological forecasting could benefit from knowledge of these traditional indicators, and the 
researchers encouraged communication between the local meteorologists and the traditional 
forecasters.  Christopher Pratt (2002), in a study of traditional early warning systems and coping 
strategies among Kenyan pastoralists, noted that urbanization, development, formal education and  
changing religious beliefs all contributed to the deterioration of traditional practices.  Mike Wekesa 
(1999) also documented traditional drought indicators in Kenya.   
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those of international humanitarian agencies rather than those of famine-affected 

people; these are seldom the same.10  For this reason, famine early warning cannot be 

understood outside of its broader institutional context: that of the international 

humanitarian aid system.  The next sections of the chapter provide an overview of 

approaches to understanding how early warning systems work in relation to this 

context.   

 

Standardizing Famine and Quantifying Need 

  

Famine early warning systems emerged as a solution to an information 

problem, as international, governmental, and nongovernmental organizations tried to 

improve their responses to famines through the 1970s and 80s.  These organizations 

sought to improve the quality of information about impending famine, as well as the 

speed of information exchange, in order to respond more effectively to famines.  As 

we will see in Chapter Two, these drives to improve information often came about in 

response to particular famines (especially the 1973-74 and 1984-85 famines in the 

Sahel region of Africa), but by the mid-1980s, famine early warning became a 

sustained and integral emphasis in improving famine response (e.g. see Nall and 

Josserand, 1996).  This trend continues; among the main recommendations made in 

the wake of the 2005 famine in Niger was the improvement of national and regional 

                                                 
10 For example, humanitarian agencies are well-equipped to provide food aid, which generally serves 
the short-term self-interest of donors to dispose of agricultural surplus, for example, but times when 
food aid has a detrimental effect on local food producers are well documented. For a thorough 
discussion of the problems and promise of food aid see Barrett and Maxwell, 2005.  For a discussion of 
who benefits from famine at the expense of famine affected people, see Keen, 1994.    
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early warning systems in order to provide more appropriate information for predicting 

famines with the increasing regionalization of markets (Mousseau, 2006).   Why have 

information systems come to possess such an important role in improving famine 

response?  What are the particular promises that they hold?   These are questions the 

dissertation addresses, drawing on studies of the design and implementation of 

information technologies and systems outlined in this section.   

Information technologies have held great promise for disaster planning and 

management in general.  In a “state-of-the-art review” published over a decade ago, 

Stephenson and Anderson (1997) outline the development of information technology 

use in disaster management from the 1970s to the mid-1990s, and then project 

developments through the end of the decade and beyond.  Interestingly, famine early 

warning systems barely rate a mention in this article, which focuses mainly on 

emergency management in the developed world.  However, they do foresee some of 

the problems associated with the increased digitization of emergency information, 

particularly a pattern of “patchy and diverse application of information technologies 

in emergencies” as “the application of innovative technologies generally tends to lag, 

and in some elements of the international humanitarian relief community these delays 

can be long” (p. 319).  Moreover, they predict a problem arising from the 

transformation of documents into “assemblies of various multimedia components,” 

which will cause “variation in styles of operation and content of communication 

between staff with routine access to high bandwidth, or ‘thick’ routes, and those who 

normally access only the ‘thin’ ones” in remote areas with mobile equipment (p. 320).  

Among already existing problems they note are the difficulty of measuring the impact 
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of information technology on emergency activity, as well as the “significant underuse 

of technology for operational knowledge recording” as the “ubiquitous practical FAQ 

(frequently asked questions) found in many ‘hands on’ Internet sub-communities has 

not emerged for humanitarian relief” (p. 317).  The authors thus note that in general 

there is a lag between the disaster management community and other communities 

making use of similar information technologies, but even more of a lag for those 

working in developing countries.  The dissertation will address these questions of 

differential use of and access to information technologies in the design and 

implementation of famine early warning systems.  These issues are not only relevant 

for systems that have taken high tech approaches, such as USAID’s FEWS NET, but 

also for survey-based systems that make increasing use of information technologies 

for analyzing and presenting their data. 

In the longer term, Stephenson and Anderson predict the increasing 

transparency, reliability, invisibility, and ubiquity of information systems in disaster 

management.  All of these adjectives reflect the aspirations of famine early warning 

practitioners for their information systems.  Of particular interest is the notion of 

invisibility – the seamless integration of information systems into practice. For 

example, Stephenson and Anderson predict that “the importance of GIS [geographic 

information systems] is also likely to grow, but its technology may become 

incorporated relatively invisibly into other applications” (1997, p. 323).  It evokes a 

commonly held understanding of infrastructure, as Star and Ruhleder point out:  

Common metaphors present infrastructure as a substrate: something 

upon which something else ‘runs’ or ‘operates,’ such as a system of 

railroad tracks upon which rail cars run.  This image presents an 
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infrastructure as something that is built and maintained, and which 

then sinks into an invisible background.  It is something that is just 

there, ready-to-hand, completely transparent.  (1996, p. 112). 

 

This desire for invisibility, and for the invisible incorporation of technologies such as 

GIS into other systems and into practice, masks and effectively erases a host of 

ambiguities, assumptions, conflicts and contradictions that can exist within and 

between technological systems (for a discussion of the effects of assumptions 

embedded in GIS, see Chrisman, 2002, especially Chapter 11; Sahay, 1998, and 

Walsham and Sahay, 1999).   

For example, in their study of the implementation of a large-scale custom 

software system for geneticists (the Worm Community System), Star and Ruhleder 

emphasize the dangers of this everyday understanding of infrastructure for the design 

of infrastructural tools intended to operate on a wide scale, such as “national 

information infrastructures,” as it may “obscure the ambiguous nature of tools and 

technologies for different groups, leading to de facto standardization of a single, 

powerful group’s agenda” (1996, p. 114).  In the case of the Worm Community 

System, several logical paradoxes or double binds emerged from gaps between 

contexts of the system’s use (its spread across heterogeneous user communities), gaps 

between formal properties of the system and informal practices of its users, and gaps 

within the user community as a whole as its overall composition, and hence practices 

of data interpretation, changes over time.  Star and Ruhleder’s study points to the 

need for multidisciplinary development teams which can effectively address gaps 
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between the computational properties of the system and the informal culture of the 

contexts where it will be used.  This type of analysis reveals, contra that of 

Stephenson and Anderson, that striving for the invisibility of information systems in 

disaster management practice is problematic in that it denies the political tensions 

inherent in their design and use.  Famine early warning systems have a particularly 

heterogeneous user community that encompasses several different types of 

organizations with different agendas, making use of information produced by several 

different disciplines. 

 Bowker and Star (1999) provide a conceptual approach that is useful for 

studying famine early warning systems as large-scale information infrastructures as 

well as agents for distributed work, or work carried out by different groups of people 

in different locations. In their analysis of the International Classification of Diseases 

(a classification of causes of morbidity and mortality maintained by the World Health 

Organization), Bowker and Star point to the tensions in knowledge-based informatic 

policy and management tools between “the desire to standardize (so as to be able to 

perform bureaucratic functions such as comparison over time and space, produce 

algorithms, compute, etc.) and the drive of each interested party to produce and use 

its own specific list,” as well as “between attempts to make a universally standard list 

and the idiosyncrasies and local circumstances of users” (p. 140). These tensions 

become particularly important when systems involve multiple countries, institutions, 

and communities of practice,11 as early warning systems do. Such tensions can be 

                                                 
11 “A community of practice (or social world) is a unit of analysis that cuts across formal 
organizations, institutions like family and church, and other forms of association such as social 
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addressed in a variety of ways, ranging from spreading out residual categories 

(“other”) to incorporating heterogeneity within, to maintaining parallel different 

classifications or even full localized versions. External factors affect these tensions as 

well, particularly the convergence of international bureaucracy and the growth of 

computerization, which vastly increases the amount of data that can be analyzed and 

the complexity with which it can be encoded.  These tensions are clearly visible 

within famine early warning systems, as data from many different sources are pulled 

together and massaged into standardized forms for presentation to decision makers 

not only locally but at international centers far removed from the described sites. 

Bowker and Star further remind us that information systems necessarily exist 

across contexts, that “even seemingly simple replication and transmission of 

information from one place to another involves encoding and decoding and time and 

place shift” (1999, p. 290). They state that “information is only information when 

there are multiple interpretations,” and that the multiplicity of people and objects 

whose relationships across contexts creates representation, is “primary, not accidental 

or incidental” (p. 291). To achieve an ecological understanding of representations 

produced through the use of information systems requires understanding not only 

“how objects can inhabit multiple contexts at once, and have both local and shared 

meaning,” and “how people, who live in one community and draw their meanings 

from people and objects situated there, may communicate with those inhabiting 

another,” but also how relationships form between both these people and objects, and 

                                                                                                                                           
movements.  It is, put simply, a set of relations among people doing things together” (Bowker and Star 
1999, p. 294).   
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“what range of solutions to these three questions is possible and what moral and 

political consequences attend each of them” (p. 293). In part this involves uncovering 

the “categorical work,” or the juggling of multiple meanings, required in the 

coordination of efforts across contexts, which the work of the information system can 

render invisible. These issues become particularly acute when relief agency 

fieldworkers are classifying groups of people as needing or not needing certain kinds 

of humanitarian interventions. 

 Thus, one of the key issues that emerges in understanding how famine early 

warning systems work is that of standardization.   In particular, the tensions between 

the need for standardization of information across time and space in order to 

determine when a famine is occurring and the specific conditions of data collection 

raise further questions about how standardization is attempted, what local variations it 

comes up against, and how the differences between the two are negotiated through the 

information system.  I do not assume that standardization is “bad;” indeed it is 

necessary for coordination and control over distance (e.g. Law, 1986).   The question 

is not whether to standardize, but how to do so. As Timmermans and Berg point out, 

“Standards are not one uniform thing, with one uniform effect.  They help bring into 

existence new ideas, entities, values, and even subjects for medicine… Yet different 

standards do so differently” (2003, p. 23).  In their study of a globally operating 

maritime classification company, Rolland and Monteiro argue for a pragmatic 

approach to these issues which “amounts to making explicit the work or ‘costs’ 

associated with establishing working infrastructures, a task that is notoriously 

difficult to identify as it tends to become invisible” (2002, p. 90).  Thus, to Bowker 
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and Star’s emphasis on the interests and agendas inscribed in classification systems, 

they add “attention to the actual, everyday use of these classifications, the local 

improvisations” to arrive at an understanding of “how standardized solutions and 

local resources are molded and meshed fluently in the ongoing use of the system” 

(ibid.).  In exploring the difficulties with implementing the company’s Surveyor 

Support System, the authors do not seek merely to provide another instance of the 

failure of a large scale information system to fit local contexts. Rather, they wish to 

analyze the costs involved for system users and company managers in making the 

system acquire universalism – that is, “how global, never-perfect solutions are 

molded, negotiated, and transformed over time into workable solutions” (p. 96).     

Thus, standardization itself is not the central problem here, but rather how 

standardization has taken place, and what this process means for which perspectives 

on famine are included in official accounts (and hence are acted upon) and which are 

left out.  However, standardization is only one part of the story of how famine early 

warning systems produce information that is acted upon by humanitarian 

organizations; another very important part of the story is quantification, a particular 

form of standardization.  Famine early warning systems rely predominantly on the 

accumulation and analysis of quantitative data.  Famine early warning has come to be 

essentially about the numbers: amount of rainfall received and expected, amount of 

food produced, prices of staple foods in the market, and, ultimately, numbers of 

beneficiaries (people requiring aid) and numbers of metric tons of food aid needed.  

This preference for quantification in famine early warning emerged for a number of 

reasons.  Numbers, as we have seen with formal representations generally, can move 
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across or between contexts.  They enable comparisons between complex situations 

that can otherwise be hard to get a handle on.  They thus have distinct advantages for 

people who are trying to understand and respond to something that is happening at a 

distance and on a scale that is otherwise difficult to apprehend.   

Ultimately, however, the reliance on quantification is tied to the question of 

objectivity, which in turn is tied to verifiability (being able to compare between 

different information sources) and reliability.  Early warning experts strive to have 

donor officials regard them as sources of objective information on which they can 

securely base their decisions.  The perceived objectivity of the information is very 

important for the credibility of the system.  This is nothing new, nor is it unique to 

famine early warning. It is part of a much larger drive in public decision making for 

certain kinds of knowledge to produce effective management of populations, based on 

quantification and statistical methods, that has developed since the 19th century.12   

In his account of the rise of modern inferential statistics, Theodore Porter 

traces the increasing reliance on quantification and standardization to the need for 

mechanical objectivity, the adherence to rules and standards, because of not only 

developments within disciplines, but pressures from without.  According to Porter, 

this form of objectivity comes into play “where a consensus of experts is hard to 

reach, or where it does not satisfy outsiders” (1995, p. 4).  This is particularly 

important for applied disciplines, such as those brought together in famine early 

warning, because scrutiny from outsiders requires that they satisfy a much broader 

audience, particularly when they are brought to bear in questions of public policy.  In 

                                                 
12 For accounts of this, see Desrosières (1998), Hacking (1990) and Porter (1995), among others. 



32 
 

 

his account, modern bureaucratic reliance on statistics emerged through disputes 

between practitioners and outsiders, particularly government regulators and skeptical 

publics, rather than an internal recognition of the superiority of statistical 

representations.   

The question of objectivity is particularly acute in famine early warning 

because famine early warning systems operate at the convergence of several 

disciplines in a complex institutional terrain, informing decisions that are potentially 

contentious.  Being able to claim objectivity is crucial to early warning experts, 

particularly when donors to suspect the lack thereof (as we shall see in Chapter Four).  

Quantification, because of the perceived credibility of numbers, is an attractive means 

of reinforcing such an objectivity claim.  This plays out in debates over methodology 

between practitioners from different famine early warning systems, discussed in 

Chapter Three.  In these debates, questions emerge not over whether to quantify, but 

what and how to quantify.  Some methodologies operate at the level of the country as 

a whole, aggregating differences between national food supply and national need, 

while others quantify household or community-level food production, consumption, 

income, and expenditures.  Debates hinge around which of these best represents the 

“real situation on the ground,” because early warning experts recognize also that if 

they make mistakes, people will suffer, even die.   

In his study of the 1991 cholera epidemic in Venezuela, Charles Briggs 

reminds us that  

statistics are powerful and dangerous.  The way that numbers can 
cover their tracks, their histories, and their political economies of 
production and the way that they can be inserted into almost any new 
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context – their purported status as immutable mobiles – weaken 
institutional control over their circulation…. Numbers travel longer 
and farther than their producers anticipate or desire. (2003, p. 267) 

 

Briggs describes the way in which official statistics on the epidemic were constructed 

by the Venezuelan public health ministry in accordance with guidelines established 

by the regional public health organization and the World Health Organization 

(WHO).  The state institutional structures through which these statistics were 

produced for international scrutiny privileged laboratory over clinical knowledge, and 

thus they were able to exert considerable control over the numbers reported.  Under 

WHO agreements, nation-states have ultimate control over the production of their 

health statistics, which makes it “nearly impossible for outsiders – individuals, 

communities, nongovernmental organizations, or other governmental agencies – to 

produce independent epidemiological evidence that could be used to challenge 

official representations” (p. 258).  Opposing accounts are thus “by definition 

unofficial or even illegitimate” (ibid.).  This enabled state officials to grossly 

underreport cholera cases in order to avoid further international scrutiny, despite the 

public, and even clinical, knowledge that existed to the contrary.   

While famine early warning systems lack an overarching regulatory institution 

such as the WHO, their dependence on governments – national or donor – for 

financial support cautions us not to take their claims of objectivity for granted.  While 

the reasons for the predominance of quantified information are rooted in part in 

practitioners’ professionalism and their own understandings of what constitutes good 

and reliable information, this is closely tied to their relationships with “client” 
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organizations. Being credible to powerful outsiders means, in effect, that they are 

doing a good job.  While it is easy to go from one extreme to the other – early 

warning experts as either neutral providers of objective knowledge or corrupt 

sycophants of the aid agencies – Briggs’s cautionary statement on the power of 

statistical representations calls for a more thorough understanding of the institutional 

and political relations that shape these representations’ production and use.    The 

next section examines ways of thinking about the relationship between famine early 

warning systems and their main clients – the governments that respond to famine and 

produce humanitarian policy. 

 

Famine Early Warning Systems and Policy 

 

 While famine early warning systems primarily serve an informational role, 

early warning experts have become more aware of the potential of their information 

to influence policy, in both famine response and prevention.  Indeed, USAID’s FEWS 

NET has increasingly acted in a policy advisory capacity not only in the countries in 

which it operates, but also in Washington, DC.  Therefore, consideration of how to 

analyze the influence of famine early warning systems and practitioners on 

humanitarian policy is important.  On the one hand, we can see famine early warning 

experts as providing valuable technical insight into the causes of famine, and 

therefore its likely solutions.  However, their technical role is complicated by the fact 

that they work within or for organizations that also lead humanitarian response 
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efforts, such as USAID, the World Food Programme, and the Disaster Prevention and 

Preparedness Commission. For this reason alone, neither their production of 

information nor their efforts to influence policy can be understood as a purely 

technical endeavor.   

In her study of the role of scientific advisory committees in American 

regulatory politics, Sheila Jasanoff (1990) indicates that the border between science 

and policy is not as distinct as many analysts have considered it to be.  Further, 

solutions to the problem of how to use science in policymaking do not lie in 

approaches based on such a rigid distinction.  Jasanoff identifies two main critiques of 

science policy: a technocratic one that advocates increasing the role of science in 

decision making by giving more authority to scientific advisors, and a democratic one 

that advocates both expanding the views represented in scientific advisory boards and 

employing such nonscientific modes of accountability as open decision making 

procedures and judicial review.  However, Jasanoff argues that neither of these views 

adequately represents the simultaneously political and scientific nature of regulatory 

decisions.  The technocratic approach fails to acknowledge the “contingent and 

socially constructed character of regulatory science”: 

Advisory committees…rarely restrict their deliberations to purely 
technical issues.  In fact, the experts themselves seem at times 
painfully aware that what they are doing is not ‘science’ in any 
ordinary sense, but a hybrid activity that combines elements of 
scientific evidence and reasoning with large doses of social and 
political judgment.  But if science is missing or obscured in the 
advisory process, scientists in the aggregate wield influence, and they 
do so, moreover, through proceedings that lack many of the safeguards 
of classic administrative decisionmaking. Participation by lay interests 
is limited and often one-sided, cross-examination is almost unknown, 
and committee recommendations, however much weight they carry, 
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are seldom accompanied by detailed explanations or consideration of 
alternatives. (1990, p. 229) 

 

The democratic approach, on the other hand, fails to acknowledge that “broad citizen 

participation alone cannot legitimate decisions that do not command the respect of the 

scientific community” (p. 17).   

The outcome of the scientific advisory process is a construct that “many, 

perhaps most, observers accept as science, although it both shapes and is shaped by 

policy” (1990, p. 234).  Because such constructs are founded neither on the classic 

tenets of objective science nor on participatory politics, their durability is a puzzle, 

which Jasanoff explains by indicating the importance of negotiation and boundary 

work.13 Negotiation among scientists as well as between scientists and the lay public 

is necessary for the advisory process to succeed.  Moreover, boundary work gives the 

resulting decision legitimacy: 

By drawing seemingly sharp boundaries between science and policy, 
scientists in effect post ‘keep out’ signs to prevent nonscientists from 
challenging or reinterpreting claims labeled as ‘science.’ The creation 
of such boundaries seems crucial to the political acceptability of 
advice.  When the boundary holds, both regulators and the public 
accept the experts’ designation as controlling, and the 
recommendations of advisory committees, whatever their actual 
content, are invested with unshakable authority. (p. 236) 

 

                                                 
13 “Boundary work” is a term employed by Thomas Gieryn (1983) to describe a strategy scientists use 
to reinforce their authority.  Jasanoff explains: “Whether they are engaged in building professional 
communities, defining and excluding nonmembers, competing for resources, or asserting their 
autonomy against external controls, scientists use a variety of boundary-defining strategies to establish 
who is in and who is out of relevant peer groups and networks of prestige or authority” (p. 14).  
Labeling an activity “science” effectively bars anyone else from having a say about it, while labeling 
something “not science” strips it of authority.  As Jasanoff points out, “participants in the regulatory 
process often try to gain control of key issues by changing their characteristics from science to policy 
or from policy to science” (ibid.).   
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Similar boundary work occurs in famine early warning, as early warning experts 

strive to label some activities technical and others administrative or political, in order 

to attempt to wield their authority over aspects of the decision making process.  

Indeed, early warning information needs to appear to be technical in order to be of 

value to humanitarian organizations, as we will see in Chapters Three and Four.   

While famine early warning practitioners explicitly seek to influence official 

responses to famine through the information they provide, the information can have 

effects on policy beyond these explicit efforts to motivate action.  How famine early 

warning systems define and describe their objects of analysis can profoundly shape 

the way that humanitarian organizations respond to famine generally.  Moreover, the 

representations of famine produced by early warning systems become a part of the 

humanitarian policy apparatus in ways that are not wholly intended by early warning 

experts.  Daniel Breslau (1997) offers a helpful approach to analyzing the interaction 

between science and policy in his study of the role of “knowledge regimes” in labor-

market policy decisions in the United States.  Breslau proposes the need to seek out 

the “subtle and ubiquitous” use of social science in constructing objects and problems 

identified for state intervention by identifying the “institutionalization of social 

scientists’ categories in systems of data collection, aggregation and analysis” (p. 872).  

This process ultimately produces a policy paradigm, a “shared set of presuppositions 

about the workings of the economy or society that structure policy options and set 

limits to what is debatable or even conceivable” (p. 872). These paradigms are the 

product of political struggles among certain groups with potentially competing 

interests; they “are not arrived at collectively by all members of society, but are the 
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products of a small number of certified producers, namely professional social 

scientists, and their patrons among state personnel” (p. 873).  Thus, in order to fully 

understand the role of social science in policymaking, we must study both the way 

social science concepts come to define the reality about which policy decisions are 

made, and the “distinct politics of knowledge” that embeds them in “institutionalized 

ways of conceptualizing problems for state intervention, and their possible solutions” 

(p. 873).   

Breslau draws on science studies for insights into how to analyze this politics 

of knowledge, particularly research showing that methodological positions in science 

are “also political arguments that implicitly specify who can legitimately produce 

authoritative knowledge in the field in question and under what conditions” (p. 874). 

Likewise, social scientific methods and definitions embody social struggles over 

epistemological privilege and scientific authority.  The political effects of definitions 

of research questions and methods in the social sciences that policymakers use to 

assess state intervention include both identifying certain social scientists as legitimate 

spokespersons and authorizing certain institutions and groups to intervene in the 

common good.14 The “knowledge regimes” formed when “systems of research 

practices and objects of knowledge” become established in sets of “bureaucracies, 

jobs, activities, even laws” can “induce closure of policy discussion and in effect 

establish barriers to political participation” (p. 875). These regimes regulate whose 

                                                 
14 Here Breslau is drawing on Bruno Latour’s concept of the spokesperson, “someone who speaks for 
others who, or which, do not speak” (Latour, 1987, p. 71). According to Latour, the strength of  
spokespersons “comes from the representatives’ word when they do not talk by and for themselves but 
in the presence of what they represent,” particularly when they are able to stage a situation that lets 
“the things and persons represented say for themselves the same thing that the representatives claimed 
they wanted to say” (p. 72; p. 73).  



39 
 

 

arguments and evidence can be presented, and they produce particular classifications 

of social groups and their interests which become embedded in social reality.  Thus, 

“social science has a pervasive role in constructing the objects of political debates and 

intervention” (p. 875).  Moreover, knowledge regimes are not fixed; Breslau 

identifies a historical movement in which a knowledge regime becomes “disqualified 

and revitalized by a more far-reaching framework of measurement” (p. 895).  In his 

account, each succeeding knowledge regime  

constructed an object that was more abstract than the prior approach and 
more removed from the experience of the intended beneficiaries and 
program operators.  At each stage there is therefore an additional effect of 
political dispossession, or a further step in the social closure of access to 
‘instruments of perceiving and expressing the social world.’ The 
depoliticizing effects of science, long pointed out by studies of science as 
ideology, are accompanied, and made possible, by a progressive 
extension of the state’s institutionalized instruments of measurement. (p. 
895)15   
 

Famine early warning systems participate in a particular knowledge regime that 

classifies groups of people as victims of a certain type of phenomenon (famine) and 

therefore requiring assistance from certain institutions (relief agencies and donor 

governments). Their need for assistance, as (ideally) first indicated by the early 

warning system, is best determined not by themselves, but by experts with the 

specialized knowledge and authority to analyze their condition “objectively.” 

Moreover, as we shall see, famine early warning systems have gone through 

successive waves of development that have shifted the site of authorized knowledge 

production from national agencies to international organizations and multi-agency 

                                                 
15 Here Breslau is referring to Bourdieu’s Language and Symbolic Power (p. 172). 
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working groups dominated by international NGOs and multilateral and bilateral 

agencies. 

One of the reasons for this change in famine early warning has been the 

increased use of specialized, expensive technology to which only some organizations 

have access.  I will look at how the increasing reliance of some famine early warning 

systems on computerized modeling, remote sensing, and data-base driven websites 

affects their role.  The politics of early warning systems begin well before the 

provision of the information, in the design of the systems themselves, and in the 

choice between different technological configurations.  In their study of the design, 

implementation and use of economic planning models in the United States in the 

1970s and 1980s, Kraemer et al. (1987) indicate how certain computerized economic 

models came to be successfully implemented through processes of not only partisan 

political struggles over economic planning, but also conflict and cooperation among 

individuals and organizations involved in model design, implementation, and use. 

While their study focuses primarily on the implementation and use of models, it has 

clear implications for understanding the politics of design as well. 

The central actors in Kraemer et al.’s account – modelers, analysts, and 

policymakers – are constrained by their roles within organizations, which are in turn 

“constrained by both the organization’s attributes and general environmental 

preconditions toward the use of data-based arguments in policymaking” (Kraemer et 

al., 1987, p. 13).  The use of modeling in policymaking is an outcome of demand, 

which “stems from competition and conflict over alternative social and economic 

policies between and among political parties, agency bureaucracies, and the 
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administration and Congress” (ibid.) and the supply of models available for use 

within both government modeling units and private suppliers. Additional factors 

include the large scale and complexity of the technology of modeling, which 

necessitate certain organizational characteristics in the modeling services. Policies for 

modeling transfer also come into play, as “models are adopted by one agency to gain 

substantive and/or political advantage for their policy position, and soon other 

agencies do the same…In this context, successful model implementation is some 

function of the substantive policy use, political use, and institutionalization of 

modeling within and between organizations” (ibid.). 

In their study, Kraemer et al. find that policy need and political saliency of the 

model are the single most important factors in successful model implementation. 

“Need is a feature of the user organizations and their policy environment – not the 

modeler organizations, the models, or the model transfer process” (p. 31).  Moreover, 

need “is a broad concept.  It includes technical need in the sense that a model is 

required to improve the substantive quality of a decision.  But it also includes 

political and ideological need, in the sense that a model is needed to gain political 

advantage over an opponent or to counter the opponent’s use of models” (ibid.).  

Thus, the use of models, or choices between different models, is never politically 

neutral. The authors found that political and ideological need is what 

“institutionalizes model use within a policy arena as competing agencies, parties, and 

institutions accept model results as an inherent feature of policy debate” (p. 32).  

Politics plays a central role in the use of computer models, as “it results from 

differences of opinion and interest regarding policy outcomes.  It is interjected into 
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computer modeling because the models’ predictions are used to influence policy 

choices whose outcomes differentially affect the fortunes of agencies, parties, and 

institutions. That is, computer models influence ‘who gets what’” (ibid.).  They 

conclude that “models will survive or die based on their ability to help policy analysts 

and policymakers choose appropriate courses of action from among many 

complicated alternatives” (ibid.). 

The partisan use of models in conflicts over economic policy reveals several 

important aspects of model use in policymaking.  First,  

modeling demonstrated a momentum of its own when used for political 
purposes: once introduced by one powerful and interested party, it 
became the currency of debate as other interested groups had to respond 
to the evidentiary challenge, adopt comparable techniques of their own, 
argue their positions by means of quantitative information (if only to 
discredit the authoritativeness of the other side’s quantitative 
information), and then shift the focus of debate to other salient political 
issues.  Here the presence of computerized planning models tended to 
focus political attention on what impacts were simulated by the models … 
to reinforce the political biases and interests of those who controlled the 
technique, and to exaggerate the importance and validity of computer-
based information itself. (p. 177)  
  

Thus, during the period covered by Kraemer et al.’s study (1970s and 1980s), 

computer-based models became not only weapons in the arsenals of different 

interested parties, but a standard feature in policy analysis and debates. 

Among features of the technology that prove important for a model’s success 

were “characteristics of the data, nature of model error, cost of model use, complexity 

of the modeling system, and intended purpose of the model (i.e. product versus 

research)” as well as the model’s maintainability (Kraemer et al., 1987, p. 207).  

Models are also continually evolving, even when their use is institutionalized, and “in 
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some ways it appears that the quality of a model’s evolution is more important to 

long-lasting use than the quality of the model when it is first used” (p. 208).  Users do 

recognize that models are not perfect; the authors “were somewhat surprised to 

discover that the most solid and committed developers and users of models in [their] 

case studies were also those who were most aware of model limitations” (ibid.).  The 

nature of model error, as well as users’ perceptions of the significance of those errors, 

affects model use; “agencies still use models even though they are known or 

presumed to have prediction problems, but they tend to reduce their dependency on 

any given model by looking at other sources of information as well” (p. 211). Thus, 

the incompleteness of modeling, the possibility of error, necessitates the use of expert 

judgment in making decisions.  Finally, according to Kraemer et al., models matter 

for their accumulation and maintenance of knowledge, especially since such 

knowledge “is not just in the brains of experienced people.  It is also embedded in the 

models themselves” (p. 214).  As models are continuously modified and refined, they 

“become embodiments of knowledge, and the whole package of models, people, and 

service infrastructure represents a very substantial accumulation of knowledge” 

(ibid.).  

 The notion of models as embodiments of knowledge is important, but also 

important is their embodiment of political struggle.  They are not simple 

accumulations of knowledge following some sort of internal logic, but the result of “a 

series of technical, social, political and economic decisions taken at different 

moments” and inscribed in their design (Bowker and Star, 1999, p. 111).  Unlike the 

relatively contained economic models of Kraemer et al.’s study, famine early warning 
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systems are much larger, more distributed data collection systems.  Thus, like the 

International Classification of Diseases (ICD) analyzed by Bowker and Star, 

“decisions, taken at particular times for a given set of reasons, are paradoxically more 

entrenched … than they would be in some other form of historical object” (ibid.).  In 

their study of the ICD, Bowker and Star show how information technologies “embed 

and inscribe work in ways that are important for policymakers, but which…are often 

difficult to see. When they are used to make decisions, or to represent decision-

making processes, such technologies also act to embed and reify those decisions” (p. 

136).  Similarly, famine early warning systems have past decisions as well as 

conceptions of and responses to famine inscribed in their structures. Moreover, 

particular representations of famine (e.g. as drought-induced food shortages) 

embedded in the information systems become naturalized to the practitioners and 

policy makers that use them.   

Because definitions of famine vary considerably, are highly contested, and 

have profound implications for famine response, which understanding(s) of famine 

underpins an early warning system is a starkly political matter, although early 

warning experts and humanitarian practitioners often describe this as a technical or 

methodological question.  Indeed, while historical and ethnographic accounts of 

particular famines show the variations in how people who experience famine define 

them (e.g. de Waal, 2005; Vaughan, 1987), these “insider” definitions, as Devereux 

(1993b) terms them, do not become the basis for humanitarian policy or action.  As 

Chapter Two will show, “outsider” definitions of famine (those of both academic 

analysts and humanitarian practitioners) often assume death from starvation as a 
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primary characteristic, while “insider” definitions do not.  Indeed, in Darfur, Sudan, 

famine means “not merely starvation but also hunger (that is, all manners of 

suffering), destitution, and social breakdown” (de Waal, 2005, p. 76).  Death by 

starvation results from one type of famine, while others cause hunger and/or 

destitution.  Devereux indicates the policy implications for this:  

Crude ‘outsider’ definitions have resulted in crude understanding and 
bludgeoning interventions (or non-intervention) by agencies whose 
effectiveness could be dramatically improved with the subtler 
approach which an ‘insider’ perspective would provide.  The contrast 
between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ definitions is starkest when it is 
recognized that victims see widespread death as the end result of a 
famine process, while outsiders see it as a beginning. (1993b, p. 18) 
 

Thus, the question of whose definition of famine becomes the basis for early warning 

systems and other famine prevention and response efforts is intertwined with the 

politics of the international humanitarian system, the topic of the next section. 

 

The International Humanitarian System 

 

 Famine early warning systems were developed in response to particular needs 

for information identified by the organizations that developed them.  While their 

ultimate purpose is to prevent famine, thus benefiting the people whose living 

conditions they are documenting, their immediate function is to support the 

humanitarian operations of their parent organizations.  Therefore, an important part of 

understanding famine early warning systems is to examine them in relation to the 

broader context of foreign aid in general and humanitarian assistance in particular.   
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 In Does Foreign Aid Really Work?, Roger Riddell indicates the lack of clarity 

in definitions of foreign aid and development and humanitarian assistance and the 

implications that this has for measuring levels of aid and determining its impact.  He 

points out that the standard definition of foreign aid “has focused predominantly on 

the purpose for which aid is given.… It is a definition based on intentions – the 

intentions of those giving the aid, the donors, rather than those using the aid, the 

recipients” (2007, p. 18).  Development assistance has generally been defined as aid 

given “to contribute to human welfare and development in poor countries” (ibid.).  

This is essentially the definition arrived at by the Development Assistance Committee 

(DAC) of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 

which was formed in 1960 to coordinate aid from donor governments.  Their decade-

long effort to define development assistance from donor governments, which they 

termed “official development assistance” (ODA), produced the only internationally 

agreed-upon definition, which they arrived at in 1969 and revised in 1972: 

ODA consists of flows to developing countries and multilateral 
institutions provided by official agencies, including state and local 
governments, or by their executive agencies, each transaction of which 
meets the following two criteria: (1) it is administered with the 
promotion of the economic development and welfare of developing 
countries as its main objective, and (2) it is concessional in character 
and contains a grant element of at least 25 per cent (calculated at a rate 
of discount of 10 per cent). (Riddell, 2007, p. 19) 

 

The definition excludes non-government sources, which is increasingly problematic 

as a growing share of development and humanitarian assistance comes from NGOs as 
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well as private sources.  There is no internationally agreed upon definition of this type 

of aid, nor do NGOs offer their own definitions of their own aid. 

 The problem with basing definitions on the purpose of aid to begin with lie in 

what such definitions exclude, and how they fail to account for aid with mixed 

purposes, such as transfers that are intended to contribute to economic development 

but also serve strategic or commercial interests, as has increasingly been the case 

with, for example, the US-led “global war on terror.”  Riddell points out that if the 

definition were based on the aid’s reaching the recipient or whether the recipient 

could use the aid freely, then levels of official development assistance would look 

quite different: 

According to OECD/DAC data, out of total ODA of just over $60 bn 

in 2002/3, only $17.4 bn (less than a third) reached recipient country 

government budgets…. In the two-year period from 2001 to 2003, 

gross bilateral aid (ODA) to Africa rose by 25 per cent, yet the amount 

available to African governments fell by $400 mn. (p. 20)   

 

Thus, the donor-driven definition effects how levels of aid are measured, which in 

turn has an effect on the generally accepted measure of generosity of donor 

governments, which is the share of gross national income provided as official aid.  

International agreements on aid targets are often expressed in terms of this ratio, 

rather than, for example, determined needs of recipient governments.   

 Regardless of how it is defined, foreign aid generally has become an 

important component of international relations, with every country in the world 

giving and/or receiving some form of assistance.  Aid became a part of relations 

between European countries and their colonies in the first half of the 20th century, and 
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the United States Department of Agriculture began operating research stations in 

Latin America in the 1930s.  However, as Riddell points out, international 

organizations laid the foundation for the international institutionalization of 

development aid.  The International Labour Office (ILO) argued for aid to raise the 

standard of living in developing countries in the 1940s, and the United Nations Relief 

and Rehabilitation Administration was founded in 1943.  International development 

was also included in the UN Charter of 1945.  These efforts all predate the Marshall 

Plan and US President Harry Truman’s call for aid to poor countries in his 1949 

inaugural address, which are often emphasized in accounts of the origins of foreign 

aid.  Indeed, Riddell cautions against placing too much emphasis on these US 

initiatives, and indicates that poor countries themselves, particularly in Latin America 

and Asia, were among the first to argue for establishing development assistance 

programs in discussions around the UN founding documents.  Development 

assistance was even more firmly entrenched in international relations in the 1950s and 

1960s, as multilateral and bilateral programs proliferated in the attempt to boost 

economic growth in the newly independent states of Africa and Asia. 

 The definition of humanitarian assistance would seem to be more 

straightforward than those of development assistance or foreign aid, and the purpose 

of humanitarian assistance would also seem to be more obvious: helping people to 

survive when natural or man-made disaster strikes.  Riddell offers this purpose-

derived definition, from UN General Assembly resolution 46/182 and accepted by the 

OECD/DAC: “The core purpose of humanitarian aid is to save lives, alleviate 

suffering, and enable those suffering to maintain (or retain) their human dignity 



49 
 

 

during and in the aftermath of natural disasters and man-made crises” (2007, p. 311).  

He does not interrogate this definition to the degree that he does that of development 

assistance, but he does acknowledge disagreements among humanitarian actors in 

how these ends are to be achieved, as well as the degree to which humanitarian aid 

should also be directed towards preventing disasters and emergencies as well as 

reducing their duration and effects through political involvement such as advocacy 

and lobbying.  As Ian Smillie and Larry Minear point out in their study of 

humanitarian action, the global humanitarian enterprise has evolved to include 

“providing relief material and protecting human rights, advocacy, education, and 

reminding parties in conflict their obligation under humanitarian law” (2004, p. 7).  

 The terrain of humanitarian action is as thorny as that of development 

assistance, it turns out.  Smillie and Minear indicate that  

while governments are technically obliged to allow outsiders access to 
those people whom they themselves cannot assist, there is no 
companion obligation to outsiders to come to the rescue.  Unlike 
membership dues in the United Nations and contributions for 
peacekeeping, all humanitarian resources are voluntary, a matter of the 
charity of nations and the kindness of strangers. (pp. 7-8) 

  

In the 1970s and 1980s, which saw some of the major African famines, humanitarian 

assistance came in at less than 3 per cent of all official development assistance, while 

since 1999 it has grown to 10 per cent of the total, “mostly at the expense of 

dwindling supplies of longer-term development assistance” and thus constitutes “a 

larger piece of a smaller pie” (p. 10).16  Their analysis reveals a number of obvious 

                                                 
16 Writing a few years later, Riddell points out that “we are currently in the midst of one of the longest 
periods of revival and expansion of ODA ever recorded” (2007, p. 23). 
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problems with the global humanitarian enterprise, including inadequate assessments 

of need and uneven mobilization of resources for individual crises, as well as poor 

monitoring and evaluation of humanitarian efforts.  Further, there are gaps between 

“assistance, which many agencies are qualified to provide and for which funding is 

often available, and protection, which is far more demanding, more political, and less 

well resourced” (p. 19).17 Other problems include the gap between funding for 

response versus prevention, which is often underfunded, as well as those raised by 

“the prevailing narrow definition of relief and the difficulty of finding resources for 

reconstruction and development” (ibid.).  The authors also cite a study by the 

Overseas Development Institute claiming that “what constitutes a humanitarian crisis, 

its magnitude and its nature, is at present a matter largely of subjective interpretation” 

(ibid.).  The result of these problems within the international humanitarian system is 

“a surprising degree of mistrust and antipathy: between donors and UN agencies; 

between UN agencies and their implementing partners; between international NGOs 

and civil society organizations in host countries; and between humanitarian actors and 

institutions with political, diplomatic, military, and peacekeeping responsibilities” (p. 

19).  In sum, the study finds that the humanitarian enterprise is more donor-driven 

than need-based.  This is the broader context in which famine early warning systems 

operate. 

Thus, the development of famine early warning must be understood within the 

history of international relations, particularly between rich and poor nations, as well 

                                                 
17 In this case protection refers to protecting the human rights of disaster victims, particularly in 
complex emergencies which have political origins, such as civil war.   
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as the history of the co-construction of modern science and the modern state.  As 

Arturo Escobar (1995) and others point out, these histories are intertwined.18 Famine 

early warning systems are one means by which discourses and practices of particular 

groups of experts shape policy interventions into the lives of people of recipient 

states. The question is how to study this process.  The numbers produced by these 

systems – of people at risk, of livelihoods affected, of metric tons of food aid needed 

– are, in Escobar’s terms, “techno-representations endowed with complex political 

and cultural histories” that “function to entrench the development discourse;” this 

counting needs to be analyzed “in terms of its political consequences, the way in 

which it reflects the crafting of subjectivities, the shaping of culture, and the 

construction of social power” (p. 213).   Studying famine early warning systems in 

terms of discourse, political economy, and institutional practices, as Escobar 

advocates for studying how development works, exposes them as “not just rational or 

neutral ways of doing” (p. 105).  Rather, it allows us to uncover “the production of 

culture by institutions that are themselves the product of a certain culture” (p. 113).   

More specifically, Jenny Edkins argues that, within the modern episteme, 

“famine is produced as a disaster with a scientific cause.  It is a failure in either the 

economic or the natural system,” depending on what definition of famine one follows 

(2000, p. 65).  Neither view allows for the conception of famine as a product of the 

“normal run of things,” an outcome of normal relationships between people or social 

                                                 
18 For example, Jack Goody (1995) offers an account of the development of the discipline of social 
anthropology in Britain which goes beyond the “anthropology as the handmaiden of colonialism” 
approach to focus on the conflicts and contradictions in the relations between intellectuals and the 
government. There is also a substantial postcolonial studies literature on the relationship between 
science, the state, and colonialism, e.g. Harding (1998); Hess (1995); Nandy (1988); Prakash (1999); 
Sardar (1988).  
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institutions (p. 53).19  Rather, famine, as a disaster or failure, has a particular, 

extraordinary cause, and thus is like a disease that “can be cured or prevented by 

intervention by the state or the international community” (p. 65). Intervention and 

control take form in specific practices of aid, namely food aid, emergency relief, and 

development programs.  These practices require the application of expert knowledge 

and (expensive) technological solutions, the implementation of which produces “a 

whole category of countries, third world countries, specifically African countries, as 

vulnerable, food insecure, and worthy of the attention of development economists, 

agricultural specialists, and other academic experts.  In so doing, it maintains the 

relations of power that exist in international politics between first and third world 

countries but depoliticizes them” (p. 101).  From this perspective, famine early 

warning systems are not suppliers of neutral information but mechanisms by which 

power relations are produced and reproduced through the differentiation of people as 

experts and victims.   

 However, as critics of poststructural approaches point out, development 

discourse is not monolithic or homogeneous, nor does deconstructing it lead to a 

better understanding of its relationship to material conditions, practices, and 

outcomes, which often bear no obvious connection to development agencies’ stated 

goals.  As Crewe and Harrison indicate in Whose Development? An Ethnography of 

                                                 
19 This idea of famine as “normal” is similar to Charles Perrow’s idea of a “normal accident” (1984).  
Perrow argues that in complex technological systems, such as nuclear power plants or weapons 
systems, “given the system characteristics, multiple and unexpected interactions of failures are 
inevitable” (p. 5).  Moreover, the cause of such accidents, if one must be found, is in the system’s 
complexity, not human error, mechanical failure, system design, procedures used, or the environment 
(p. 7). An accident is normal “in the sense that it is an inherent property of the system to occasionally 
experience this interaction” between discrete failures that, if occurring singly, are preventable (p. 8).  
Considering famine an outcome of normal relationships makes looking for a single cause or “trigger” 
futile.  
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Aid, in analyses such as Escobar’s (and Edkins’), “developers remain at the center of 

the analysis while other people’s actions are read mainly as responses to the fixed 

center, rather than as informed and influenced by all sorts of circumstances, many of 

which will be unconnected to development activity” (2000, p. 18).  They advocate 

understanding development interventions “as the changing and negotiated 

manifestation of diverse and sometimes competing interests… [I]t is more useful to 

look at the relationships surrounding intervention practices as they actually take 

place” than to focus on the perspectives of one set of stakeholders such as developers 

or recipients (p. 19).  For this reason, the study of famine early warning practices as 

they are carried out is important for breaking down a perception of famine early 

warning as a unified activity with monolithic effects.  This study therefore focuses not 

only on the information produced by famine early warning systems, but how it is 

produced, and how its production places early warning and humanitarian actors at the 

center of famine response while disregarding the actions of famine-affected people.   

This chapter has provided an overview of the theoretical approaches inspiring 

this study.  The politics of famine early warning occur not only through the work of 

social actors, but also are embedded in and reproduced by the systems themselves, as 

they categorize people according to how they are affected by the phenomena that the 

systems measure and thus determine whether or not they require external intervention 

to survive.  The next chapter discusses what is often considered to be the starting 

point for famine early warning and response: defining famine itself.  It traces the 

relationship between famine early warning systems and famine theorizing as both 

developed over the last three decades in order to show how particular definitions of 
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famine have become operationalized through both early warning systems and in 

humanitarian responses to famine.  
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Chapter Two: 

Conceptualizing Famine and Famine Early Warning 

 

The previous chapter discussed how famine early warning systems construct 

particular versions of reality based on the classifications they produce.  Central to 

these versions of reality are the definitions of famine that inform the design of early 

warning systems in terms of the indicators chosen, which in turn tie into assumptions 

about what causes famine and how best to respond to or prevent it.  This chapter, 

therefore, identifies which definitions of famine have been operationalized through 

famine early warning systems and how.  Through a discussion of the intertwined 

histories of famine theorizing and famine early warning systems, it argues that 

conceiving famine early warning as a technical endeavor presupposes a particular 

understanding of famine as a technical failure with natural or economic causes which 

can in turn be solved through technical interventions.  Recent theoretical 

developments that recognize the political aspects of famine have generally not been 

incorporated into famine early warning systems because of their operators’ need to 

maintain their perceived neutrality.  For this reason as well, both early warning 

systems and humanitarian interventions tend to be based on “outsider” definitions of 

famine rather than those of famine affected people themselves.  As early warning 

systems come to include certain understandings of famine and exclude others, they 

provide support for particular responses to famine and preclude consideration of 

others.  In so doing, they perform a function that is also clearly political.  Thus,
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 examining how early warning systems incorporate particular definitions of and 

assumptions about famine is an important step towards understanding their politics. 

 

A Classic Famine Narrative 

 

During the 1999-2000 humanitarian crisis in Ethiopia, some ten million 

people, nearly one-fifth of the country’s population, were close to starvation, and tens 

of thousands of people died.20  Given the number of deaths, and the number of people 

who nearly died, considering it a “famine averted” seems questionable. Yet, 

according to Laura Hammond and Daniel Maxwell (2002), many of those involved in 

the relief efforts do.  The authors trace the “roots” of the emergency to 1997, when 

the short springtime rains (belg) failed, after a year of poor rainfall in 1996. This 

mainly affected the eastern and southern pastoral areas, not the agricultural highlands. 

The Ethiopian government’s December 1996 Appeal for Emergency Assistance 

stated that 35,000 people in the Somali Region (eastern Ethiopia) needed food relief, 

but by February 1997, those needing assistance numbered 600,000.  As the regional 

drought advanced, pastoralists from Somalia and Kenya moved into Ethiopia, 

exacerbating the situation, and the Ethiopian government issued a special appeal for 

assistance for one million people.  By August 1997, the number rose to 3.4 million 

                                                 
20 Given that emergencies become labeled famines on the basis of ‘excess mortality’ – number of 
deaths above a certain baseline – the difficulty of determining the number of deaths from famine is 
particularly disturbing.  Hammond and Maxwell (2002) describe the results of a Centers for Disease 
Control “retrospective mortality survey” of Gode Zone in Ethiopia’s Somali Region, which was 
particularly hard-hit by the famine.  If these figures were extrapolated to the entire region, 100,000 
people may have died in that region alone (2002, p. 267).  Hammond and Maxwell offer no estimate of 
the total number of deaths in the crisis. 
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people, and Ethiopia’s Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Commission (DPPC), 

the government agency charged with coordinating emergency detection and response, 

reported that donor pledges covered only 49 per cent of the relief required.  

In 1998, a joint assessment by the United Nations World Food Programme 

(WFP) and Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)21 predicted a very healthy 

national grain harvest, with a marketable surplus of 300-400,000 metric tons (equal to 

the amount of food aid required the previous year), matching the “record harvest” of 

1996 (Hammond and Maxwell, 2002, p. 264). Because of the WFP/FAO assessment, 

“as of January 1999, the donors were under the impression that food supply in 

Ethiopia was generally good” (ibid.). They did not consider that the improved 

situation in the agricultural areas did not benefit the pastoral populations who had not 

recovered from their 1997 livestock and income losses. Also, in May 1998, a border 

war began between Ethiopia and Eritrea. In early 1999, a combination of increased 

fighting between the two countries, failure of the 1998 harvest to meet WFP/FAO 

expectations because of hail storms just before harvest (not recorded in the official 

assessment, upon which donor pledges were based), and failure of the 1999 belg 

rains, once again signaled a major crisis, “appropriately noted by various components 

of Ethiopia’s early warning network” (ibid.).  However, the warnings did not bring a 

donor response, partly because of “unwillingness to provide any but the most 

essential assistance to a nation at war with its neighbor” (ibid.).  Humanitarian efforts 

were divided between the highland farmers affected by the failed rains, and the 

                                                 
21 This joint WFP/FAO Crop and Food Supply Assessment occurs annually, not just in Ethiopia but in 
25 countries in Africa and Asia (see Chapter Three). 
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lowland herders in a state of sustained crisis. Between January and July 2000 

estimates of people needing emergency aid nationwide rose from 7.7 million to over 

10 million. But “delivery of relief food during the second half of 2000 [following the 

end of hostilities between Ethiopia and Eritrea], and an improved main rainy season, 

prevented large-scale stress migration in the agricultural highlands; migration to most 

settlements in the pastoral areas had greatly subsided by August” (p. 267).  By 

December 2000, the estimate of people in need nationwide subsided to a more 

“normal” level of 3.5 million, and the crisis was over. 

In his analysis of the crisis, Maxwell (2002) identifies multiple reasons for its 

intensification, including problems with logistics, bureaucracy, information, 

institutional mistrust, and politics/diplomacy, as well as a general failure to address 

long-term “underlying famine processes” (p. 52). He maintains that “it cannot 

logically be argued that an information problem was responsible for a delay in 

response” (p. 50).  Famine early warning systems did their job. Maxwell’s general 

conclusion is that the international humanitarian community needs to “focus on the 

political dimensions of famine prevention,” including holding international actors 

“accountable for their obligations to protect and respect the right to food and other 

basic rights at a time when humanitarian and diplomatic/political priorities clash,” as 

well as integrating the addressing of long-term causal factors and short-term 

emergency needs (p. 53). 

What is interesting about the accounts of the 1999/2000 famine is the focus on 

famine as a “natural disaster” (Hammond and Maxwell, 2002, p. 267) “triggered by 

drought” (Maxwell, 2002, p. 48).  This “classic” famine narrative prevails, despite 
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references to the effects of the border conflict and the disjuncture between the 

“humanitarian imperative” (saving lives no matter what) and “diplomatic objectives” 

(showing disapproval of the war) in donor response, not to mention the differential 

coverage of eastern pastoralist and highland agriculturalist populations by food 

security assessments (e.g. the WFP/FAO harvest assessment upon which donor relief 

pledges are generally based).22 Thus, we have hints of famine as a multi-causal series 

of events with complex politics, embedded within an account of a “classic slow-onset 

crisis, triggered by drought” (Maxwell, 2002, p. 48) and brought to an end by the 

arrival of enough relief aid. The story of the famine has a clear beginning (failure of 

1997 belg rains), middle, and end (enough relief aid in late 2000 to prevent mass 

“stress migrations”). This narrative structure of famine is more than just a way of 

recounting events; it drives how famine early warning and response actually happen.  

Often, as in this case, the “true” beginnings of the famine are determined in hindsight, 

by reviewing early warning reports preceding the crisis, but once a response is 

underway, it ends when there are signs that the situation has returned to “normal,” 

e.g. there is a good rainy season, restoring crops and pasture.  Briggs, in his account 

of the 1991 Venezuelan cholera epidemic, stresses the power of narrative: “Stories 

are just as real as germs and bottles of rehydration solution”, and how narratives are 

produced and circulated, as well as which narratives achieve legitimacy and which 

are suppressed or denied, has a very real effect on people’s lives (2003, p. 7). 

                                                 
22 There are many reasons why early warning systems in Ethiopia have been geared towards the 
highland farmers, not the least of which are political rivalries and attempts to control Ethiopian Somali 
nationalism. This will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter. 
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Thus, the published account of the 1999/2000 famine exemplifies how famine 

has come to be seen “as a failure, a disease, that can be cured or prevented by 

intervention by the state or the international community” (Edkins, 2000, p. 65). 

Seeing famine in this way enables humanitarian actors to focus on famine as a 

technical problem requiring technical solutions.  Solving the problem of famine, in 

Maxwell’s final assessment, means resolving the “political” aspects blocking 

humanitarian efforts (e.g. lack of donor accountability) so that the “technical” work of 

disaster detection and mitigation can proceed unimpeded.  This separation of the 

technical from the political is a common theme in famine early warning discourse, 

and will be examined throughout the dissertation. It is only possible if famine is 

considered a technical failure in food production or distribution that has a technical 

solution; in other words, it presupposes a particular definition of famine. 

If it is even considered a famine at all.  According to Maxwell, at the time of 

writing, there was still a debate about what to call this crisis, because of the relatively 

light casualties and the emotive and political connotations of the word “famine.” The 

author himself maintains that “given the number of people affected, the damage to 

livelihoods and human development, and the loss of human life, there is no question 

about whether Ethiopia 1999-2000 was a famine” (Maxwell, 2002, p. 53). However, 

the event could be labeled “famine averted” or simply “crisis,” as many aid agencies 

do, because the number of deaths was paltry compared to what it could have been, or 

compared to the estimated one million who lost their lives in Ethiopia in the 1984/85 

famine, which has become one of the defining famine episodes.  
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This question of definitions is not merely an academic one.  It has 

implications for political action.  For example, similar issues arise with the use of the 

term “genocide,” which was coined during World War II.  As Chalk and Jonassohn 

point out, in its relatively brief lifespan, the term genocide has received a “heavy 

negative loading,” and as a result has, in popular usage, become almost a catch-all 

term that “communicates nothing but the author’s disapproval” of an event (1990, p. 

3).  The Polish Jewish jurist Raphael Lemkin coined the term, and “under Lemkin’s 

definition, genocide was the coordinated and planned annihilation of a national, 

religious, or racial group by a variety of actions aimed at undermining the foundations 

essential to the survival of a group as a group” (Chalk and Jonassohn, 1990, p. 8).  

The major debates about the meaning of genocide have revolved around the degree to 

which it refers specifically to mass killing (physical annihilation), or whether efforts 

to cripple or destroy a culture count as well (Moses, 2004).  For many, the Holocaust 

has served as the archetypal example of genocide, while others argue that such a view 

is Eurocentric and that genocide has taken many forms, such as the haphazard 

decimation of indigenous peoples under European colonial rule (Moses, 2002).   

Unlike famine, however, the term genocide has formal legal significance 

when applied officially to acts or events.  The United Nations Convention on 

Genocide, adopted in 1948, contains a definition which is often referred to in 

determining whether or not particular events constitute genocide; to qualify as 

genocide, acts must be “committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a 

national, ethnical, racial, or religious group as such” (quoted in Chalk and Jonassohn, 

1990, p. 10).  Chalk and Jonassohn point out that the convention has had little 
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practical effect, in that genocides still occur.  However, as genocide (unlike famine) 

has a formal definition with international legal implications, now enforceable in the 

International Criminal Court, applying the term to particular events carries a 

considerable amount of weight, and therefore, as analysts note, a considerable amount 

of time can be spent debating whether or not to confer the label (Kiernan, 2005).  For 

example, the campaign against the people of Darfur, Sudan, which has displaced over 

2 million people and killed tens of thousands, was labeled genocide by US Secretary 

of State Colin Powell in his testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 

in September, 2004.  However, a United Nations inquiry into events in Sudan issued 

in January 2005  found that  “the Government of the Sudan has not pursued a policy 

of genocide” and “the crucial element of genocidal intent appears to be missing, at 

least as far as the central government authorities are concerned” (International 

Commission of Inquiry on Darfur, 2005, p. 4). The crux of the disagreement is over 

the legal obligation to act against the sovereign government of Sudan.  Famine, on the 

other hand, has no formal, legal definition, and the decision to use the term rests more 

often with individuals or organizations who are trying to elicit or avoid particular 

responses by humanitarian agencies, governments, or the general public.  The result is 

no less contentious.   

The issue of what to label events – when is a famine a famine? – is thus not 

merely a question of semantics, as it has a very real impact on the extent of 

humanitarian response.  Famines have higher profiles than food crises, food 

shortages, or hunger; they are easier to raise money and resources for.  Further, as a 

report on USAID’s 2004 Famine Forum concluded,  
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operationally, disagreements over terminology make it difficult to 
interpret and respond quickly on the early warning data that precede 
the crisis.  During the crisis, lack of consensus about what constitutes a 
famine increases uncertainty about the gravity and magnitude of the 
crisis, which can result in delays and inappropriate responses—such as 
an overemphasis on food aid.  Politically, stakeholders may contest the 
declaration of a famine to evade responsibilities to affected 
populations. (Sheckler et al. 2004, p. 4)  

 

One of the reasons why the labeling is so contested is that the meaning of the term 

“famine” itself is contested.  In fact, there has been much focus on defining famine 

because this is often seen as a necessary prelude to both theorizing about famine and 

taking action.  Debates about what constitutes famine can become quite vehement, 

and at the center of the debates are questions of intensity, magnitude and causation.   

This chapter explores these debates.  It discusses how famine has been 

defined, and what definitions are commonly accepted among the humanitarian 

community, as well as the implications of these definitions.  It also reviews the 

development of famine early warning systems within the context of changes in 

famine theory, tracing how early warning systems transformed (or didn’t) as 

understandings of famine and famine causation changed. One thing that this 

examination reveals is the persistence of older notions of famine as drought-induced 

disasters, in the face of newer theories of famine that attempt to account for more 

complex understandings of causation which consider social factors such as policy, 

conflict, and long-term effects of humanitarian intervention.  In early warning reports, 

these factors are often relegated to the limbo of “context” or “root causes” and remain 

unaddressed.  The discussion of famine definitions and causation in this chapter, and 
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their implications for how early warning has been conceptualized, lays the foundation 

for a more detailed analysis of the effects of this persistent vision of famine as natural 

disaster on famine early warning practices and humanitarian response that occurs in 

the remainder of the dissertation.   

The separation of the technical from the political is a key theme that emerges 

from examining the development of famine early warning systems as well as theories 

about famine causation. Designating famine early warning as a technical endeavor 

serves as a kind of “boundary-work” (Gieryn, 1983).  On the one hand, it preserves 

early warning as an endeavor for particular kinds of experts; on the other, it protects 

early warning from charges of political interference or manipulation.  These are both 

important to make early warning systems and the reports they produce accepted as 

reliable sources of information for international humanitarian actors.  In turn, the 

boundary-work supports a particular way of understanding famine as a technical 

failure of food production or distribution that can be solved through technical 

interventions by these international actors.  This chapter examines how this occurs 

and its effects on the possibilities for humanitarian action, first through the discussion 

of definitions of famine and then through the development of famine early warning 

systems as tools of famine prediction and prevention. 
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Defining Famine:  From Malthus to the Present Day 

 

Malthus is taken as a starting point in defining famine because many regard 

him as the author of today’s most prevalent understanding of famine as mass death by 

starvation, and the impact of his writings on population on contemporary 

understandings of human food systems is incontrovertible.  In his discussion of the 

word “famine” in English, Alex de Waal (2005) points out that it originally was 

interchangeable with “hunger”23 and only came to be associated with mass starvation 

relatively recently.  De Waal claims that Thomas Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of 

Population, which first appeared in 1798, transformed the meaning of the word into 

what tends to be the common usage today: mass starvation.  Prior to the eighteenth 

century, while famines, understood as widespread economic or agrarian crises, 

certainly occurred, they were just as often referred to as “dearths,” while “famine” 

was often used to talk about an individual’s hunger (2005, pp. 13-14).  De Waal notes 

that Thomas Hobbes used the term to talk about general food shortage, which “hints 

at the origins of the modern English notion of famine in social philosophy” (p. 15).  

This notion became much more fully developed in the debates ensuing from 

Malthus’s arguments about population and famine. 

With the Essay on the Principle of Population, Malthus was joining an 

argument against the 200-year-old Elizabethan Poor Laws which had provided relief 

                                                 
23 An example that de Waal gives is from Shakespeare’s Macbeth: “Upon the next tree thou shalt hang 
alive until famine cling thee” (2005, p. 15).   
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to the poor, funded by local taxation.  Malthus was in agreement with English 

landowners and industrial capitalists who saw the poor laws as “an unnecessary drain 

on private income and the principal impediment to the creation of the free and mobile 

labor reserve which emergent industrial capitalism required” (Ross, 1998, p. 11).  He 

felt that support for the poor was counterproductive, in that it would only encourage 

them to reproduce.  Malthus’s basic argument was that “the increase in population is 

necessarily limited by the means of subsistence,” and that interfering with this natural 

order of things would simply increase human misery (Malthus, 1970, p.119).  

What became known as the Malthusian perspective was based on the notion of 

scarcity produced by two postulates: that “food is necessary to the existence of man” 

and that “the passion between the sexes is necessary and will remain nearly in its 

present state” (Malthus, 1970, p. 70).  This condition of necessary population growth 

and dependence on food is complicated by the fact that “population, when unchecked, 

increases in a geometric ratio.  Subsistence increases only in an arithmetical ratio” (p. 

71). Population can thus only grow when there is a growth in subsistence (as with 

improvements in food production methods).  This necessitates strong checks on 

population growth, which “must fall somewhere and must necessarily be severely felt 

by a large portion of mankind” (ibid.).  This portion is the poor, and the checks on 

population increase are a product of nature; in fact, “the different modes which nature 

takes to prevent or repress a redundant population do not appear, indeed, to us so 

certain and regular, but though we cannot always predict the modes we may with 

certainty predict the fact” (p. 115).  Malthus argued against the intervention in natural 

law by any means, because only catastrophe could ensue if population were allowed 
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to outstrip subsistence.  Famine was nature’s ultimate check on human population 

growth:  

The power of population is so superior to the power in the earth to 
produce subsistence for man, that premature death must in some shape 
or form visit the human race. The vices of mankind are active and able 
ministers of depopulation. They are the precursors in the great army of 
destruction; and often finish the dreadful work themselves.  But should 
they fail in this war of extermination, sickly seasons, epidemics, 
pestilence, and plague, advance in terrific array, and sweep off their 
thousands and tens of thousands.  Should success be still incomplete, 
gigantic inevitable famine stalks in the rear, and with one mighty blow 
levels the population with the food of the world. (pp. 118-119.)  

 
Approaches to famine in India and elsewhere have been heavily influenced by 

Malthus.  This was not only because Malthus taught at the East India College for 

nearly 30 years, but because of “the tendency for the British to see India in terms of 

their direct or indirect experience with Ireland where British policy had been 

dominated by a Malthusian perspective” (Ross, 1998, p. 154).  Malthus’ thinking 

about poverty and famine thus informed a particular technology of empire. 

However, de Waal points out that Malthus himself espoused two different 

concepts of famine: the first one is the older concept of famine as dearth, and the 

second one is nature’s “court of last resort” – famine as a demographic catastrophe.  

Thus, the common English understanding of famine as simultaneously a food 

shortage and mass starvation came into being.  De Waal points out that the second 

concept of famine as mass starvation was based not on actual experiences of famines, 

but on the logic of Malthus’s argument that famine was the ultimate check on 

population, following disease, epidemics, pestilence and plague: “This vision of 

apocalyptic Famine, gigantic and inevitable, waiting to level the population with a 



68 
 

 

single blow, the court of last resort in population control, was what seized the 

imagination of people in England” (de Waal, 2005, p. 17).  Had the phenomenon of 

famine changed in the eighteenth century to warrant this change in the word’s 

meaning?  De Waal maintains that it had not.  Malthus cited considerable empirical 

evidence in his Essay on the Principle of Population, but none of it was of famines 

that resulted in mass starvation; rather, “the evidence he cited supported the old 

concept of famine” as dearth (De Waal, 2005, p. 16).  According to de Waal, 

“Malthus’s empirical evidence did not call for a dramatic re-evaluation of ‘famine.’ 

Famines were the same, but the way of thinking about them was changing” (ibid.).   

Part of this change involved a shift from talking about famines as specific 

experiences of communities and individuals to “famine” as “an externally 

quantifiable change of state among a population” (de Waal, 1989, p. 18).  This 

concept of “famine” (without any modifying article) was entirely new.  The criterion 

for defining an event as a famine shifted likewise from a period of dearth being so 

understood by the people experiencing it (famine “victims” themselves labeled 

famines) to “a measurable increase in the death rate of an aggregation of individuals, 

diagnosed by medical professionals as being due to starvation, and causally related to 

a measurable decrease in the availability of food” (ibid.).  Famine thus became an 

externally diagnosable technical failure, identified by particular kinds of experts 

(doctors, demographers, agricultural economists).  Official responses to famine, from 

British relief policies in Ireland to the Indian Famine Codes, were informed by this 

Malthusian notion of famine, whether or not Malthus’s idea of famine as a population 
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check was accepted by those who designed them.24  In fact, as de Waal points out, 

many did not accept Malthus’s argument about population and resources.  

Nevertheless, “he created the terms of the debate, in such a way that the arguments 

concerning famine that carry no ostensible reference to Malthus are still using the 

concept of famine that he coined” (p. 19).   

This transformation in the notion of famine coincided with the emergence in 

the 19th century of a much larger drive in public decision making for certain kinds of 

knowledge to produce effective management of populations, based on quantification 

and statistical methods.25  This process, which Michel Foucault identifies as “a 

movement that brings about the emergence of population as a datum, as a field of 

intervention, and as an objective of government techniques,” is part of a “solid series” 

of “governmentality,” which also includes the emergence of government as a 

transformation of the state, and political economy as the science of government 

intervention in the economy (Foucault, 1991, p. 102).  Ian Hacking likewise describes 

the “avalanche of numbers, the erosion of determinism, and the taming of chance” 

that occurred in the 19th century with the rise of statistics as part of the modern state’s 

technology of power (1991, p. 189). He points out that despite the potential of an 

external historical account of this “in which men and women of the world have 

practical problems to solve, and which they address in an intelligent way,” the 

methods that developed were internal to the new practice: “There arose a certain style 

of solving practical problems by the collection of data. Nobody argued for this style; 

                                                 
24 For a detailed discussion of the impact of Malthusian thinking on Britain’s response to famines in 
Ireland and India, see Ross (1998).   
25 See Desrosières (1998), Hacking (1990), and Porter (1995) for accounts of the rise of statistics. 
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they merely found themselves doing it” (p. 192).  Hacking himself does “not know 

how to provide an honest account of this complex of issues. One ought to be faithful 

to details of politics, commerce, and diseases, and yet at the same time recognize that 

politics, commerce, and disease did not of themselves demand that everything in the 

social realm should be a question of counting” (pp. 192-193).  Again, there was not 

necessarily any change in the phenomenon of famine that required it to be understood 

differently; rather, the transformation in conceptualizing famine (from dearth to 

demographic catastrophe) occurred hand-in-hand with new ways of managing 

populations, which extended to Britain’s management of its colonies as well.   

Malthusian notions of population pressure and scarcity continued to 

predominate thinking about famine and food production through the twentieth 

century, with few serious challenges.26  One notable exception was Karl Polanyi, who 

wrote that “the three or four large famines that decimated India under British rule 

since the rebellion were neither a consequence of the elements nor of exploitation, but 

simply of the new market organization of labor and land which broke up the old 

village without actually resolving its problems” (1957, p. 160).  Polanyi recognized 

that “the Indian village community” (and what today would be called “coping 

strategies”) had been destroyed by economic competition and the introduction of free 

marketing of grain in India (ibid.).  This recognition of the destructive effects on local 

culture of insertion into the world capitalist system did not, however, become part of 

famine discourse until much later. Instead, Malthusianism has remained the dominant 

                                                 
26 Ross (1998) describes the persistence of Malthusianism in the eugenics movement, the Green 
Revolution, and late 20th century agricultural development programs in the Third World.  The Club of 
Rome is also a notable proponent of Malthusian thinking, as exemplified in its 1972 publication The 

Limits to Growth (Meadows et al., 1972).   
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view of famine in modernity, surviving more recent challenges, including those of 

Mark Cohen (1977), David Rindos (1984) and Esther Boserup (1993), all of whom 

offer a version of the possibility that scarcity is not historically a “natural” condition, 

that overpopulation is not the problem underlying food scarcity, and that increases in 

subsistence do not necessarily solve the scarcity problem.  

In a recent revision of the concept of famine, Poverty and Famines (1981), 

Amartya Sen retains part of the Malthusian vision, distinguishing “regular 

starvation,” which is a “normal feature in many parts of the world,” from “violent 

outbursts of famine,” a “particularly virulent form of [starvation] causing widespread 

death” (pp. 38-39).  It is this focus on what experts call “excess mortality” that 

distinguishes the modern definition of famine from earlier ones.  While starvation 

does not have to be the only cause of death (many famine deaths are from disease), 

mass mortality is necessary for a crisis to be labeled a famine.  Here is a sample of 

some widely accepted definitions of famine: 

“The regional failure of food production or distribution systems, leading to sharply 
increased mortality due to starvation and associated disease” (Cox, 1981, p. 5). 
 
“Virulent manifestations of intense starvation causing substantial loss of life” 
(Kumar, 1990, p. 173). 
 
“A catastrophic food crisis that results in widespread acute malnutrition and mass 
mortality” (USAID, 2002, p. 1). 
 
“An extreme collapse in local availability and access to food that causes a widespread 
rise in mortality from outright starvation or hunger-related illnesses” (FEWS NET, 
2003). 
 
“A protracted total shortage of food in a restricted geographical area, causing 
widespread disease and death from starvation” (Dando, 1980, p. 71) 
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Not all definitions of famine, however, are predicated on mass mortality. 

Some definitions focus more on intensity, scope, and duration.  For example: 

“An absolute lack of food affecting a large population for a long time period” 
(Ayalew, 1997, p. 3). 
 
“An event which disrupts the functioning of a community to such an extent that it 
cannot subsist without outside assistance” (Klinterberg, 1977, p. 1). 
 
“General hunger affecting large numbers of people in rural areas as a consequence of 
non-availability of food for a relatively long time” (Wolde Mariam, 1986, p. 9) 
 
“A socio-economic process which causes the accelerated destitution of the most 
vulnerable, marginal, and least powerful groups in a community, to the point where 
they can no longer, as a group, maintain a sustainable livelihood. Ultimately, the 
process leads to the inability of the individual to acquire sufficient food to sustain 
life.” (Walker, 1988, p. 2). 
 
“A catastrophic disruption of the social, economic, and institutional systems that 
provide for food production, distribution, and consumption” (von Braun et al., 1999, 
p. 1). 
 
“A set of conditions that occur when large numbers of people in a region cannot 
obtain sufficient food, and widespread acute malnutrition results” (Cuny, 1999, p. 1) 
 

In these definitions of famine, what matters is how many people are affected, by 

what, and for how long.  The effects of famine are expressed not in terms of 

mortality, but in terms of “general hunger,” the need for outside assistance to 

“subsist,” or the inability of a particular group of people to “maintain a sustainable 

livelihood,” or “widespread acute malnutrition.”  This is where determining whether 

or not a particular crisis should be labeled a famine becomes problematic.  On the one 

hand, mass death by starvation is not the preferred diagnostic tool for famine experts, 

as mass death is what they are trying to avoid, and its occurrence reveals a failure of 

the response systems.  On the other, how widespread does the crisis need to be before 
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it should be called a famine?  What can be considered “large numbers of people”?  

What is “a long period of time”?  When does a disruption become “catastrophic”?   

The answers to these questions matter not only in terms of labeling an event 

after the fact, but also in terms of how humanitarian organizations and governments 

respond to crises as they are happening.  This is in large part because of the emotional 

weight the term “famine” has come to carry, as Maxwell (2002) pointed out.  

According to a USAID officer, humanitarian workers spent a considerable amount of 

time arguing about whether or not to call the 2002-2003 crisis in Ethiopia, ostensibly 

affecting over 13 million people, a famine.  Calling it a famine would have stepped 

up the international response, but it might also be perceived as “crying wolf,” which 

would have a detrimental effect on organizations’ abilities to obtain resources for 

emergency responses in the long run: “There is a credibility issue – people at 

headquarters are not going to listen to you” if you use the term famine too lightly or 

too often.  Aid agencies want to avoid using the term “famine” too often because they 

worry about “compassion fatigue” or “donor fatigue” – essentially that donors will be 

less likely to support emergency efforts if there are too many emergencies.  There are 

also political implications for using the term “famine,” as can be seen in the case of 

the 2005 crisis in Niger, which President Mamadou Tandja insisted was a fabrication 

of relief agencies to obtain more funding (Sengupta, 2005).  Aid agencies likewise 

were reluctant to apply the term famine, and referred instead to “pockets of severe 

malnutrition,” in part because they didn’t want to alienate Tandja (ibid.).   

 There have been some recent efforts to address the problem of when to use the 

word “famine.”  In 2003, the Institute of Development Studies (IDS) at the University 
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of Sussex held a workshop on developing an operational definition of famine – one 

that could be used during the assessment of an ongoing crisis to determine if what 

was happening was a famine or not (IDS, 2003).  The discussion indicated that 

number of deaths, scale, intensity and time frame were main considerations for when 

to call something a famine.  There also was consensus that lack of access to food had 

to be the main problem, to distinguish a famine from other types of humanitarian 

crises.  These general criteria were arrived at by examining four recent cases of 

possible famines and deciding whether or not they merited the label.  The 1984/85 

famine in Ethiopia was unanimously considered a famine.  Iraq in the 1990s was not, 

mainly because “the time-frame was too long for a famine and many deaths were the 

result of a health crisis, not calorie-related” (IDS, 2003, p. 3).  Thus, while the overall 

mortality in Iraq was comparable to that in Ethiopia, it happened over too long a 

period of time and for some of the wrong reasons.  Ethiopia in 1999/2000 was 

probably a famine, but Malawi in 2002 “represented a famine-threat, rather than a 

true famine” because “too few people died” (ibid.).  In the latter case, the mortality 

was estimated between 500 and 3,000, and estimates were complicated by the 

prevalence of HIV/AIDS; thus, it was difficult to attribute deaths specifically to 

hunger and hunger-related diseases.   

From the discussion of these examples, the criteria for identifying a famine 

became somewhat apparent, the main ones being the number of hunger-related deaths 

and the relatively short duration of the event.  The emphasis on hunger as the cause of 

death in this workshop is particularly interesting in light of what several USAID 

consultants said to me during my fieldwork, which is that the main cause of death in a 
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famine is actually disease; mortality rates from disease are higher because of 

malnutrition as well as lack of sanitary facilities if victims are gathered in famine 

camps, or temporary settlements that tend to arise around food distribution points. 

Thus, they claimed that many people who die in famines do not die of starvation, an 

observation supported by the literature (e.g. de Waal, 1989; Salama et al., 2001; Swift 

1993). 

While the workshop did not in the end devise an operational definition of 

famine, it suggested some criteria for such a definition.  Workshop participants 

seemed to feel that an either/or distinction was not as useful as a gradated scale 

moving from food security through stages of food insecurity to food crisis or famine 

threat, and then finally famine, which would be reserved for the most extreme cases.  

The advantage of a gradated scale is that it “includes the idea of a ‘threshold’ which is 

crossed when a famine crisis occurs, and gives some focus to the process as well as 

the ‘event’ of famine” (Devereux, 2003, p. 26).  The criteria determining the stage 

would include the number of people affected (malnutrition and mortality measures) as 

well as context-specific livelihood and market indicators.  Thus, the operational 

definition of famine would be whatever combination of these factors would be 

determined to be bad enough to be called a famine.  For example, one group proposed 

that a level 1 famine be called when over 100,000 people were affected and the 

malnutrition rate was greater than 15%, while a level 2 famine would involve over 

500,000 people (IDS, 2003, p. 10). The group’s general recommendation was that a 

definition should be arrived at as soon as possible, through consultation with both 

donors and officials and experts from developing countries.   
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Two participants in the workshop, Paul Howe and Stephen Devereux, went on 

to propose “famine intensity and magnitude scales” to solve the problem of lack of 

consensus over a definition.  They propose distinguishing intensity – “the severity of 

a crisis at a point in time, which varies from place to place over its duration” – and 

magnitude – “the scale of human suffering caused by the entire crisis, as proxied by 

excess mortality” (Howe and Devereux, 2004, p. 360, 364).  Magnitude can only be 

effectively assessed in retrospect, but intensity can be determined as the crisis 

progresses.  Howe and Devereux provide the following justification for the scales: 

First, the scales are intended to provide generalisable criteria for 
identifying famines so that situations across the globe can be 
compared, while at the same time recognising that each food crisis is 
grounded in a specific context, by selecting locally appropriate food 
security indicators which capture the complex experiences of affected 
populations, to complement standardized anthropometric cut-offs.  
Second, by disaggregating two distinct dimensions of famines – their 
intensity and their magnitude – the scales capture a greater complexity 
of famine impacts than other approaches or definitions.  Third, by 
moving away from a binary declaration of ‘famine’ or ‘no famine’ to a 
graduated approach based on impact levels, the scales offer the 
prospect of a more nuanced and operationally useful diagnosis of a 
range of food insecurity situations, which should eliminate the 
terminological debates that have caused fatal delays in several recent 
food crises. (2004, pp. 360-361) 

 
The goal is to establish universally recognized thresholds in order to track the 

progression of a particular crisis and allow for comparison of different crises, to 

enable agencies to decide where and when and to what degree to intervene.  The 

levels of intensity are distinguished by crude mortality and/or anthropometric criteria 

as well as some “food security descriptors” indicating how intact social cohesion is, 

as well as conditions of markets and what people are doing in order to survive.  By 

applying a particular label to a crisis – food insecurity, food crisis, famine, severe 



77 
 

 

famine, or extreme famine – aid agencies can better gauge the level of response 

needed.  And if an event’s intensity is found to be mislabeled by the final assessment 

of magnitude, then we would know where to place the blame for the excess mortality.  

In a personal conversation, one of the authors indicated that USAID was very 

interested in the famine scales approach until its implications for accountability were 

mentioned.  The authors feel very strongly that part of the goal of using famine scales 

is to assign culpability for lack of response or inadequate response.  However, when 

they presented their idea at USAID in Washington, DC, the response significantly 

cooled when this aspect of famine scales was mentioned. 

While even the latest attempts to define famine or determine when a famine 

occurs continue to rest on the notion of famine as an increase in mortality because of 

lack of food, there exist other ways of defining famine.  Several writers have 

indicated that the “insider’s” perspective on famine is often disregarded in both 

academic and humanitarian circles – that is, how people who experience famine 

themselves understand the phenomenon.  Few studies have been done of this, 

generally; as de Waal observes, “the exaggerated perceived severity of the famine and 

the inert semantics of an ‘emergency’ (an ‘emergency’ is not expected to have ways 

of dealing with itself) become reasons for panic and for ignoring the opinions of local 

people. The event is defined by foreigners who create a perceived moral imperative 

for external interventions” (2005, p. 30).  This avoidance of local perspectives also 

extends from humanitarian practice to academic studies of famine (several of which 

have already been quoted).  Those that have studied local perspectives and 

experiences indicate that famine-affected people understand famine quite differently 
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from academics and other experts.  In her account of the 1949 famine in Malawi, 

Megan Vaughn indicates that not only did Malawians understand and experience the 

famine quite differently from international experts and from their own government, 

but that men and women also have very different ideas about and responses to the 

famine: “The distinctive feature of women’s songs and stories about the 1949 famine 

is the emphasis they place on the role of marital relations in shaping the pattern of 

suffering.  When asked about famine, women tell about family, marriage, divorce, 

and children” (1987, p. 119).  Their accounts of the famine point to the need to situate 

it within a larger story of the changing social and economic roles of men and women 

in mid-century Malawi. 

A similar need for understanding famine in a social context was expressed by 

peasants in Bangladesh, according to a study on peasant perceptions of famine by the 

Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (described in Walker, 1989).  The study 

found that while peasants would initially blame the weather for the onset of famine, 

they also understood famine in terms of the social differentiation of its impact.  “The 

victims, mostly landless laborers in Bangladesh, believed that the stockpiling of food 

by the landlords exacerbated food shortages.  They revealed how they were forced to 

sell their labor and possessions at knockdown prices to the only people with money – 

the landlords. Migration to the city, crime, and begging would be resorted to as a last, 

desperate attempt to get cash to buy food” (Walker, 1989, p. 35).  Economic hardship 

and social dislocation were the major effects of famine cited by these people, not 

death by starvation, and some people, the land owners, even profited from famine.   
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One of the classic studies of a famine that attempts to describe how people 

experienced it is Alex de Waal’s study of the 1984/85 famine in Darfur, Sudan 

(2005).  According to de Waal, “in Darfur Arabic, in common with other African 

languages, ‘eating’ is used idiomatically to mean enjoying money, power, sex, and 

other good things.  Likewise, ‘hunger’ is used for all manners of suffering” (2005, pp. 

72-73).  The Arabic word for hunger is ju’, while the word for famine is maja’a; 

however, maja’a can also encompass the concepts of destitution and death.  The 

people of Darfur distinguish between famines that may cause temporary poverty but 

are mainly characterized by hunger, those that cause long-term destitution, and those 

that kill.  The latter are often referred to specifically as maja’a al gatala, or “famine 

that kills” (p. 75).  What is important about the distinction, according to de Waal, is 

not that the people of Darfur recognize an increased death rate during famine that 

kills (that is, they don’t attempt to distinguish between “normal” and “excess” 

mortality the way that famine experts do).  Rather, what is important is the reason 

why people are dying: “ ‘Famine means, in Darfur, not merely starvation but also 

hunger (that is, all manners of suffering), destitution, and social breakdown.  When 

people are dying, manifestly because of the hardship and disorder associated with a 

famine, it is a ‘famine that kills’” (de Waal, 2005, p. 76). This is quite different from 

the understanding of “famine” in English, which takes death by starvation as its 

starting point.   As de Waal points out elsewhere, most famine deaths are not caused 

directly by starvation, but rather by outbreaks of disease, and therefore the English 

notion of famine as mass death by starvation is not a useful concept, given what most 

people’s experience of famine in Africa and Asia actually is (de Waal, 1990). 
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The implications for these “insider” views of famine for humanitarian practice 

are numerous, and, as we shall see, in keeping with newer humanitarian interests in 

eliminating famine by addressing its root causes rather than responding to its effects.  

Indeed, the “insider” definitions’ inclusion of broader social processes such as 

destitution corroborates studies that reveal that destitution is in fact increasingly 

prevalent in some areas and one of the factors contributing to humanitarian crises 

(e.g. Sharp et al., 2003).  As Devereux points out, “starvation and death are common 

features of many famines, but the problem is that definitions based on these criteria 

exclude situations where every element of a famine is present except death by 

starvation” (1993b, p. 17).  Thus, reliance on “outsider” definitions causes 

humanitarian agencies to begin their interventions at what those experiencing the 

famine would consider the end of the process – when death by starvation occurs.  

Perhaps Howe and Devereux’s famine scales are meant to provide a more refined and 

subtle approach to defining famine, but they remain predicated on “outsider” 

understandings; the categories are differentiated based on mortality rates and 

malnutrition levels, with an event qualifying as a “famine” if the crude mortality rate 

is between 1 and 5 per 10,000 per day, and/or wasting (defined as proportion of 

children below 80 percent weight-for-height) is between 20 and 40%.  The scales are 

intended for use by aid agencies, and therefore employ their terms.  However, they 

continue to rely on the notion of famine as mass death by starvation, and therefore fall 

short of addressing Devereux’s own critique.  They also would not seem to provide a 

solution for officials who are prone to telling governments that no international 

response is needed because “we’ve not seen the people dying like flies yet,” as one 
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UN mission representative said to the Ethiopian government when the 1984/85 

famine there was nearing its peak (quoted in Gill, 1986, p. 50).  As long as mass 

death by starvation remains the diagnostic test for famine, famines that kill are 

impossible to prevent, as they have to be underway before action is taken. 

In contrast to the “insider” definitions, which emphasize famines as lived 

experiences, “outsider” definitions emphasize aspects of famine that are measurable 

or quantifiable: mortality rates, malnutrition levels, geographical extent, and duration.  

Focusing on these aspects of famine renders famine as an object for technical 

interventions: reducing the numbers becomes the goal of famine relief.  Famine early 

warning systems thus become justified as means of measuring the phenomena 

associated with the causes of famine. Defining famine is therefore not only important 

to humanitarian practice, but also to designing and building the systems that provide 

information to humanitarian agencies in order to guide their interventions.  The next 

section describes the development of early warning systems in relation to trends in 

famine theorizing.  

  

The Development of Famine Early Warning Systems 

 

This section presents the main approaches to famine that have shaped famine 

early warning systems.  They are presented in roughly chronological order, indicating 

which notions of famine prevailed at the time particular early warning systems were 

developed, as well as which developments in famine theorizing were not incorporated 

into early warning systems.  However, even as famine theorizing changed through 
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time, many early warning indicators developed under older understandings of famine 

remain in use; thus, famine early warning systems in general produce accounts of 

famine that perpetuate these older understandings of famine.  Moreover, by not 

assimilating certain developments in famine theorizing, such as the connections 

between famine and conflict, early warning systems also produce accounts of famine 

that are restricted in particular ways.  In general, aspects of famine that are relatively 

easy to measure and that are not explicitly political become incorporated into early 

warning systems, in keeping with early warning experts’ perception of their activity 

as being primarily technical – providing actionable information to donors and 

humanitarian actors.  The selective incorporation of developments in famine 

theorizing into early warning systems reinforces the perception of early warning as a 

technical activity, thus supporting the systems’ perceived utility for humanitarian 

decision makers as neutral, hence reliable, sources of information. 

 The developments in famine theorizing and early warning related in this 

section can be somewhat crudely lumped into two basic approaches, indicated in 

Table 2.1.  These are not the only understandings of famine, but they are the most 

important ones that have informed humanitarian action to date.  The “food 

availability decline” approach (an expression coined by Indian economist Amartya 

Sen, 1981, in his critique of it) portrays famine as primarily a failure in overall food 

supply, usually at the national level: people starve because the country as a whole 

isn’t producing enough food.  Food balance sheets determine how much food a 

country is producing, how much it needs, and what the food gap is that needs to be 
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made up in the provision of food aid.  This approach to famine relief prevails, despite 

many indications that the food availability decline approach is deeply flawed. 

   

Table 2.1:  Approaches to Famine and Corresponding Indicators 

Approach Indicators Organizations Using 

Approach 

 
Food Availability Decline / 
Food Balance Sheet 
 

 
 

 

Supply-side 

 
Weather 
 
Rainfall  
 
Crop production 
 
Livestock health 
 
Food aid availability 
 

 
DPPC 
 
FAO/GIEWS 
 
USAID/FEWS NET 
 
 

 
Entitlement /  
Vulnerability/ 
Livelihoods 
 

 

Demand-side 

 
Household food stocks  
 
Household income 
 
Market price fluctuations 
 
Coping mechanisms 

 
CARE 
 
Save the Children - UK 
 
USAID/FEWS NET  
 
WFP/VAM 
 
 

 

Subsequent approaches fall under the rubrics of entitlement, vulnerability, or 

livelihoods, and build on the work of Sen and others showing that famine often is not 

a matter of inadequate national food supply, but rather a problem of people being able 

to gain access to food for a variety of socioeconomic reasons. Hence, the best way to 

respond to famine is to identify these reasons and address them directly, rather than 

merely providing food aid.  While certain indicators based on these approaches have 
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made their way into early warning, in general their manifestation in response has been 

the addition of “non-food” needs to the provision of famine relief, as well as some 

efforts to feed relief into longer-term development interventions, an approach known 

as linking relief to development.  These approaches are discussed in detail in the 

remaining sections of the chapter. 

 

Early Approaches to Famine as a Problem of Food Supply 

 Prior to the establishment of the FAO’s Global Information and Early 

Warning System (GIEWS) in 1975, famine early warning occurred at the national 

level, if at all.  Some “prehistoric” famine prevention systems include the Famine 

Codes established in India under the British colonial regime in the late 19th century 

and revised in 1907, though not evenly applied thereafter (de Waal, 1997).27 They 

consisted of work programs and relief operations geared towards preventing 

starvation and loss of life during acute crises. They combined the predictive efforts of 

present-day early warning with contingency planning, as well.  For example, in 

Bombay Presidency, the 1950 Famine Code required “a statistical account with map 

for each district, showing the areas therein, which are liable to famine, the causes 

which make them so liable, their accessibility or otherwise for relief purposes, the 

economic condition of the population in such areas, and a rough forecast of the 

maximum numbers of persons within each likely to require employment or relief 

                                                 
27 Mike Davis’s Late Victorian Holocausts: EL Nino Famines and the Making of the Third World 
(2001) provides an excellent history of 19th century famines in relation to the development of the world 
capitalist system. 
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works in a year of famine from extreme drought or other causes” (quoted in McAlpin, 

1987, p. 400). The Famine Codes also provided the inspiration for contemporary 

food-for-work projects, which offer famine relief in exchange for labor on public 

works projects; this approach is often advocated in linking short-term relief to long-

term development projects in Africa and elsewhere (the “relief-to-development 

continuum” is discussed further below). The Famine Codes and their postcolonial 

successors the Scarcity Manuals have in general been successfully applied in 

preventing mass starvation, and India is often cited as an example of successful 

movement away from recurring famine (de Waal, 1997; Drèze and Sen, 1990; Sen, 

1999).28  

Famine early warning systems were presaged by the insertion of hunger into 

the politics of scientific knowledge following World War II.  Says Arturo Escobar 

(1995): 

From the 1950s to today, an army of scientists – nutritionists, health 
experts, demographers, agriculturalists, planners, and so on – has been 
busy studying every single aspect of hunger. This hunger of 
(scientific) language has resulted in manifold strategies that have 
succeeded each other throughout the development era; from food 
fortification and supplementation, nutrition education, and food aid in 
the 1950s and 1960s to land reform, the green revolution, integrated 
rural development, and comprehensive national food and nutrition 
planning since the late 1960s, the languages of hunger have grown 
increasingly inclusive and detailed. Whether ‘the nutrition problem’ 
was thought to be due to insufficient protein intake, lack of calories, 
lack of nutrition education, inadequate food intake combined with poor 
sanitation and health, low incomes, or inefficient agricultural practices 
– or a combination of many of these factors – a battery of experts was 
always on call to design strategies and programs on behalf of the 
hungry and malnourished people of the world. (p. 103) 

                                                 
28 The notable exception of the Bengal famine of 1943 was actually never officially declared a famine 
by the Governor of Bengal, so the Famine Code was never applied (Sen, 1981).  
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The systems created by these experts to monitor nutritional status and agricultural 

production among peasants in the Third World formed a context for the development 

of famine early warning systems, by exemplifying discourses and practices “that 

contribute to regulating the everyday goings and comings of people in the Third 

World” (Escobar, 1995, p. 104), as well as by providing information for the systems 

themselves. 

 Ironically, given Malthus’ opposition to interventions into the natural culling 

of “redundant population,” Malthusianism combined easily with these nutrition and 

food production monitoring techniques to produce the first formal famine early 

warning system, which configured famine in terms of global and national food 

shortage. Widespread famine in the Sahel and Horn of Africa in the early 1970s, as 

well as growing awareness of a “world food crisis” (Edkins, 2000, p. 30), prompted 

the FAO to develop its Global Information and Early Warning System (GIEWS), 

with a twofold aim: 

a) to monitor continuously the world food supply/demand conditions so 
as to assist governments in taking timely and appropriate measures in the 
light of quickly changing conditions; b) to identify countries or regions 
where serious food shortages and worsening nutritional conditions are 
imminent, and to assess emergency food requirements. (Food and 
Agriculture Organization [FAO], 1985, p.1).   

 

GIEWS, situated in the Commodities and Trade Division of the FAO, issues periodic 

reports for over 100 member countries, often based on information collected by the 

countries themselves, as well as Special Alerts for crisis situations. The system is 

based on the food balance sheet, which produces figures for national food supply 
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based on estimates of national food production from annual harvest assessments, 

conducted jointly with the World Food Programme since 1991 (Buchanan-Smith and 

Davies, 1995).  The food balance sheet calculates a “food gap” (surplus or deficit) 

based on food availability (production + stocks – post-harvest losses + commercial 

imports – exports) and consumption needs (national population × subsistence 

requirements29).  This is used by donors and governments to determine food aid 

requirements. The food balance sheet has a history dating back to World War I, and 

has been utilized by the FAO since 1948 (FAO, 2001).  

The product of the food balance sheet, the food gap, represents what has been 

the main approach to famine relief since the 1950s: the delivery of food aid.  In the 

United States, the system of food aid developed as a solution to what to do with 

agricultural surpluses in the post-war era. Public Law 480 (1954) established a 

program for transferring US grain surpluses cheaply into Third World markets 

(McMichael, 2000, p. 59). The Program was re-named “Food for Peace” by President 

Kennedy and moved to the United States Agency for International Development 

(USAID).  Title II of P.L. 480, Emergency and Private Assistance, provided for the 

donation of US surpluses for emergency and non-emergency purposes, through either 

government-to-government agreements or public and private relief agencies.  

Moreover, the United Nations World Food Programme was created in 1962 expressly 

for the provision of multilateral food aid, at the urging of Kennedy and the first US 

Food for Peace director, George McGovern (Shaw, 2001).  The food balance sheet, as 

                                                 
29 These requirements are “typically set at 167 kg, 200 kg, or 220 kg per person per annum, or the 
calorie equivalent (e.g. 2200 kcal per person per day). Also, individuals are converted into ‘adult 
equivalents’ – e.g. children under 15 might count as half an adult in terms of consumption needs” 
(Devereux, 2001, p. 340 n. 3). 
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developed by the FAO, would seem the perfect tool for managing the appropriate 

distribution of food aid to countries determined to have large food gaps.  

However, the food balance sheet is problematic, particularly in that it assumes 

that the food is equally distributed among the population of a country, which is highly 

unlikely, and that it focuses on staple cereals to the neglect of other important food 

sources (Devereux, 2001).  Despite widespread recognition of these problems – for 

example, Amartya Sen’s demonstration that famines can occur in times of national 

food surplus (1981), i.e. in countries with no food gap – as well as problems with 

measurement,30 food balance sheets are defended by the FAO as a useful tool that 

presents “a comprehensive picture of the pattern of a country’s food supply during a 

specified reference period” (FAO, 2001, p. 2).  They continue to be a component of 

GIEWS, and they are a major part of the FAO’s new initiative, the Food Insecurity 

and Vulnerability Information and Mapping Systems (FIVIMS), a group of “agencies 

working together at international and national levels to pool their efforts in the area of 

food security information systems” (Wilcock, 2002, p. 1). 31 

 GIEWS’s approach to famine detection, based as it was on aggregate food 

supply of a country, reflected what Amartya Sen referred to as the food availability 

decline (FAD) approach, which he criticized for giving “little clue to the causal 

                                                 
30 Devereux (2001) identifies seven problems with the measurement of different variables used to 
calculate crop production, including differential access to agricultural inputs such as fertilizers, 
intercropping, underestimation of secondary crops, exclusion of minor food crops and wild foods, 
farmers’ adjustments of cropping patterns from year to year, and difficulty in assessing storage and 
post-harvest losses (pp. 205-206). 
31 Food security information systems have a different focus from famine early warning systems; they 
tend to be concerned less with predicting sudden, drastic changes in food availability than with general 
trends in access to food, food consumption, and nutritional status.  However, they employ many of the 
same indicators, and there is a general blending between categories as some famine early warning 
systems, such as USAID’s FEWS NET, occasionally refer to themselves as food security information 
systems. 
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mechanism of starvation, since it does not go into the relationship of people to food” 

(1981, p. 155).  This approach assumes that a large enough decline in aggregate food 

supply, for whatever reason, is the cause of famine in a given country, and monitoring 

supply is the best way to predict when a famine is going to occur in enough time to 

prevent it.  This is predicated on a Malthusian understanding of famine as food 

scarcity, or inadequate supply for the population. The indicators employed by GIEWS 

– factors affecting crop production such as climate conditions, crop assessments, and 

other such “supply side” measures – said little about the access that people within 

those countries had to food.  As Sen pointed out in Poverty and Famines, “starvation 

is the characteristic of some people not having enough food to eat.  It is not the 

characteristic of there being not enough food to eat” (1981, p. 1).  Food supply is 

concerned with a commodity, while starvation involves “the relationship of persons 

to the commodity” (ibid.).  

 GIEWS was not the only early warning system established in response to the 

1970s Sahelian famines.  Some African governments developed their own early 

warning systems, usually in cooperation with other governmental agencies and 

NGOs.  Ethiopia’s Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (which became the Disaster 

Prevention and Preparedness Commission in 1995) established its own early warning 

system in 1976, following a major famine that contributed to the overthrow of the 

Emperor Haile Selassie’s government in 1974 (Dawit Wolde Giorgis, 1989). 

Tanzania’s Ministry of Agriculture (now the Ministry of Agriculture and Food 

Security) also developed a department for addressing early warning concerns (Curry, 

2001), as did  Kenya, Sudan, and Botswana, among others (Cuny, 1999). Most of 
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these systems combined meteorological data collected by national meteorological 

services with crop forecasts and assessments, and thus fell within the Malthusian 

model of famine as a food supply failure. 

 

 

The 1980s: Amartya Sen, the 1984-85 Ethiopian Famine, and the Introduction of 

Demand Measures into Famine Early Warning  

 
In Poverty and Famines, Sen sought to explain famine not as a natural 

disaster, but as an economic disaster. He distinguished famine from “regular” 

starvation and associated it with a “sudden collapse of the level of food consumption” 

(1981, pp. 39, 41).  Time, scale, and levels of mortality were famine’s distinguishing 

features. Starvation could be understood in “the wider sense of people going without 

adequate food, while famine is a particularly virulent manifestation of its causing 

widespread death” (p. 40).  Famines can occur from a variety of causes independent 

of overall food supply, and they can even occur in the midst of a rising trend in food 

availability per head.  

For this reason, Sen proposed to characterize starvation and famine as 

“entitlement failures.”32 Sen’s entitlement approach emphasized ownership relations 

– the basis for a person’s ability to command a commodity or group of commodities.  

In a modern market economy, for example, entitlement can be established in several 

ways, including trade, production, own-labor, inheritance, and transfer.  “Each link in 

this chain of entitlement relations ‘legitimizes’ one set of ownership by reference to 

                                                 
32 It is important to note that Sen is not referring to a sense of entitlement based in a human rights 
framework; he is referring explicitly to a legal entitlement based in property rights. This distinguishes 
his work starkly from the right-to-food approaches discussed in Chapter Five. 
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another, or to some basic entitlement in the form of enjoying the fruits of one’s own 

labor” (1981, p. 2).  The types of ownership relations that can exist vary according to 

the economic system.  They are embedded in particular sets of political, economic, 

legal, and social relations.   

In this understanding, food is one set of commodities that a person can obtain 

access to through whatever ownership relations are available.33  Of particular 

importance in this case is a person’s exchange entitlement, because not everyone 

grows their own food, and not everyone who grows food is entitled to the food that 

they grow.  Sen defines exchange entitlement at “the set of all the alternative bundles 

of commodities that [a person] can acquire in exchange for what he [sic] owns” 

(1981, p. 3).  A person starves when, “for the ownership that he [sic] actually has, the 

exchange entitlement set does not contain any feasible bundle including enough food” 

(ibid.).  This can be determined by mapping the exchange entitlements to identify the 

“starvation set” (which is, apparently, what an economist might do when an 

individual or group starves).  The “starvation set” is the set of ownership bundles 

“that must, thus, lead to starvation in the absence of non-entitlement transfers (e.g. 

charity)” (p. 4).  By mapping exchange entitlements, we can come to understand that 

even when a person’s starvation is caused by food shortage (as indicated by a rise in 

prices), “his [sic] immediate reason for starvation will be the decline in his exchange 

entitlement” (ibid.). More importantly, for Sen, there are many other situations that 

                                                 
33 This is not necessarily (in fact, most likely not) the view of food taken in the societies that Sen is 
writing about.  See Johan Pottier’s Anthropology of Food: The Social Dynamics of Food Security 
(1999) for a synthesis of the anthropological literature on food security, including the role of food in 
peasants’ lives.  Counihan and van Esterik’s reader on Food and Culture (1997) provides a look at 
non- commodified approaches to food. 
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can lead to a decline in exchange entitlement, precipitating starvation, that are 

unrelated to a declining food supply.  Thus, “in understanding general poverty, or 

regular starvation, or outbursts of famines, it is necessary to look at both ownership 

patterns and exchange entitlements, and at the forces that lie behind them” (p. 6).  

Direct entitlement to food and the factors that affect it are more important than the 

availability of food.   

Aside from shifting the focus away from issues of overall food supply, Sen 

also added a more nuanced view of how famine affects a population. “The poor” are 

not a uniform mass, but rather a set of the population which is further stratified on the 

basis of their “position in terms of production relations” (e.g. sharecropper vs. 

landless laborer – 1981, p. 5) as well as their levels of relative or absolute deprivation.  

He acknowledges that “the question of distribution remains relevant even when 

incomes below the poverty line are considered” (p. 37).  Thus, when economic 

changes occur that bring about entitlement failures, groups of people are affected 

differently depending on their specific ability to claim entitlement to food, what Sen 

terms the “group contrast.”  This leads to “the recognition that some groups can suffer 

acute absolute deprivation even when there is no over-all shortage” (p. 43).   

Understanding a particular episode of starvation or famine means 

understanding the particular sets of entitlement relations that have failed in that 

particular case, and how this has affected particular classes or groups of people.  

Thus, Sen’s notion of entitlement failure moved away from a view of famine as an act 

of God or a natural disaster affecting an entire population toward one of an economic 

failure affecting specific groups of people for different reasons in each case.  To some 
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extent, we thus lose the general, sweeping concept of “famine” and gain the need to 

examine specific famines empirically.  A famine is mitigated not necessarily by 

increasing the overall food supply (e.g. through moving food around or increasing 

agricultural production), but by addressing the specific entitlement failures and 

generating the necessary food entitlements for the affected groups.   

Sen himself pointed out that he was offering “a general framework for 

analyzing famines rather than one particular hypothesis about their causation” (1981, 

p. 162).  Even so, his entitlement approach greatly changed famine theorizing, and 

also had an effect on famine early warning systems.  Failure in food demand, rather 

than food supply, became a powerful way of conceptualizing famine, and “demand 

side” indicators like market prices and household surveys of food stocks, income, 

trade and transfers (including food aid) became incorporated into early warning 

systems, to supplement the climate and food supply information they already tracked.   

Even so, Sen’s understanding of famine was still essentially Malthusian, as it 

is predicated on mass mortality as the defining characteristic; thus, his shift away 

from Malthusian thinking is only partial.  Moreover, other analysts have critiqued his 

approach for a variety of reasons (e.g. de Waal, 1990; Fine, 1997; Nolan, 1993; and 

Rangasami, 1985; and a particularly vehement exchange in the pages of the journal 

Food Policy initiated by Bowbrick, 1986).  Devereux (2007b) provides a recent 

analysis of the critiques and counter-critiques of Sen’s entitlement approach.  As he 

points out, many early critiques were also flawed, as they assumed that Sen’s 

approach was automatically trying to rule out food availability decline as a cause of 

famine and tried to demonstrate that either his examples or other examples were in 
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fact so caused.  Sen himself, however, includes the possibility of food supply failures 

in his framework as “direct entitlement decline” or “production-based entitlement 

failure.”  Devereux therefore focuses his own critique of Sen’s work on four 

limitations that Sen himself identified:  

1) The possibility of people choosing to starve, which has been observed 

in research on coping strategies, which found that “people facing food 

shortages make strategic decisions not only about how to bridge their 

consumption deficit, but also how to balance this priority against its 

longer term economic – and social – costs” (Devereux, 2007b, p. 71). 

2) The recognition that many famine deaths are caused by disease rather 

than starvation, or the “health crisis model,’ which led to “the 

recognition of famine as a social crisis rather than an economic crisis 

scaled up from the household to the group level,” which the 

entitlement approach fails to recognize (Devereux, 2007b, p. 75). 

3) The problem of “fuzzy” entitlements or “weaker claims over resources 

(such as access and usufruct rights) as well as contexts where property 

rights are exercised institutionally (such as common property regimes) 

rather than individually” (Devereux, 2007b, p. 75). 

4) The frequency of “extra-entitlement transfers”  such as “looting and 

brigandage” (Sen, 1981, p. 49), which are commonplace in war 

famines and complex emergencies; in this case, “the entitlement 

approach overlooks the centrality of political processes, many of 

which involve gross violations of human rights, including the right to 



95 
 

 

food, in precipitating or exacerbating famine” (Devereux, 2007b, p. 

80).   

Devereux concludes his analysis of Sen’s entitlement approach by pointing out two 

underlying problems: “first, a failure to recognize individuals as socially embedded 

members of households, communities, and states, and second, a failure to recognize 

that famines are political crises as much as they are economic shocks or natural 

disasters” (2007b, p. 83).  The end result is the exclusion of social and political 

factors in analyzing famine, particularly “the importance of institutions in 

determining entitlements (at intra-household or community level), famine as a social 

process (mortality due to communicable diseases), and violations of entitlement rules 

by others (complex emergencies)” (p. 84).  Despite recognition of these shortcomings 

by Sen and others, the entitlement approach has had far-reaching effects on both 

famine theorizing and humanitarian action.  Indeed, the entitlement approach’s 

tendency to privilege economic aspects of famine has likely rendered it more 

attractive to those seeking to design measures of famine impact than alternative 

approaches attempting to acknowledge the messier political and social sides of 

famine. 

Shortly after Sen’s entitlement approach revolutionized thinking about famine 

came the 1984-85 famine in Ethiopia.  This also had a dramatic effect on 

understandings of and responses to famine.  The famine remains of intense interest to 

this day largely because of the number of people affected (between four and seven 

million, with one million deaths) and because of the response it evoked, a tremendous 

burst of international attention and material assistance that nevertheless failed to 
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eliminate the famine problem in Ethiopia.  Alex de Waal wrote of this particular 

event that “one of the most written-about famines is one of the least understood” 

(1997, p. 132).34  Even so, it serves as a major turning-point in both famine theorizing 

and early warning. First, Western mass media, rather than the early warning systems, 

triggered the international relief response, which led to a reassessment of early 

warning (Buchanan-Smith and Davies, 1995).35 Moreover, famine was recognized by 

some analysts as a weapon of war, and famine relief was likewise a potential weapon 

in what came to be termed “complex political emergencies” (Duffield and 

Prendergast, 1994).36 It also provided a significant example of the power of both 

insurgent groups and international NGOs to circumvent national governments in their 

relief efforts. The NGO-managed cross-border relief operation described in detail by 

Duffield and Prendergast (1994) supported the efforts of the humanitarian wings of 

both the Tigrayan and Eritrean liberation fronts in parts of Ethiopia cut off from 

donor relief efforts by the Ethiopian government because of the ongoing civil war. 

Recognition of the link between famine and conflict, as well as the politics of relief, 

did not become more fully theorized until nearly ten years later, with the emergence 

of the complex political emergency literature, but the famine did have an immediate 

effect on famine early warning. 

                                                 
34 Many accounts have been written of this famine; aside from Chapter 8 in de Waal (1997), see Clay 
and Holcomb (1985),  Dawit Wolde Giorgis (1989), Duffield and Prendergast (1994), Hendrie (1989), 
Sorensen (1993). 
35 Mass media, while hailed by some as an excellent early warning system, particularly if it comes in 
the form of a liberal free press (Sen, 1999; Devereux, 2001), is recognized by others as a poor one, if 
only because it is not a source of early warning; news outlets generally only pick up famines as a story 
on a scale that provokes a response when the situation has become shocking and dramatic, and people 
are already dying on a large scale (Buchanan Smith and Davies, 1995).   
36 Although food aid had been referred to as a “weapon” a decade earlier; see, for example, Susan 
George’s How the Other Half Dies: The Real Reasons for World Hunger (1976).   
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GIEWS had remained the state of the art in famine early warning until it failed 

to prevent this famine. A review of GIEWS after ten years of operation recommended 

“strengthening the monitoring of indicators which reveal the food situation of specific 

affected groups more clearly” (FAO, 1985, p. 6).  This was in keeping both with 

Sen’s entitlement approach, which emphasized the uneven effects of entitlement 

failures, and with the awareness that the Ethiopian famine had mainly affected 

politically marginalized areas of the country to which foreign aid workers and 

officials had little direct access because of civil conflict.  However, another major 

development for GIEWS to reckon with was the sudden proliferation of famine early 

warning systems.  While the annual FAO harvest assessments remain the “gold 

standard” and often carry the most weight with donor agencies in determining food 

aid allocations, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) 

wanted its own source of information, and in 1985 initiated its own Famine Early 

Warning System (FEWS).   

In one account of the origins of FEWS, written by two agricultural economists 

associated with the project (one of them Henri Josserand, now director of GIEWS), 

USAID wanted its own early warning system because 

Previously established early warning activities failed to lead to a timely 
response to what was clearly a slow onset phenomena [sic]. The delayed 
response led to substantial costs in terms of human suffering, donor and 
host government resources, and economic and social disruption. The 
countries of the region and donors had to eventually mount emergency 
responses to address food needs. These emergency responses were 
extremely expensive and problems with targeting and with mismanaged 
and wasteful distribution hampered the effectiveness of relief efforts. 
Although food aid programs were put on an emergency footing, the 
inevitable transportation and delivery lags at times made food aid 
counterproductive – as when large shipments arrived during the following 
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cropping season, depressing producer prices and incentives. (Nall and 
Josserand, 1996, p. 904) 
 

USAID established and funded FEWS under a congressional mandate “to take steps 

to ensure that the United States would be better forewarned of future large-scale crop 

failures and the resulting food aid requirements” (ibid.).  While the reason offered 

was ostensibly to ensure more effective delivery of emergency relief, no doubt Cold 

War considerations also came into play, as one of the reasons for the slow donor 

response in the Ethiopian case was then-President Mengistu Haile-Mariam’s Marxist-

Leninist government, and their occasional acceptance of military assistance from the 

Soviet Union, particularly in the war against Somalia and continued struggles within 

the Somali region (Ogaden) in the late 1970s.37 USAID also cited mistrust of the 

FAO assessment missions because of their close association with the host 

government, which could reduce their objectivity (Buchanan-Smith and Davies, 1995, 

p. 38).  Basically, the purpose of the system was to keep control of information that 

would guide aid and relief allocation decisions in “safe” hands, i.e. away from 

governments that were or could be influenced by the Soviet Union. 

 FEWS, and its successor FEWS NET, will be described in greater detail in the 

next chapter, but a brief discussion is appropriate here, to contrast it with the GIEWS 

approach.  First of all, FEWS was not initially designed as a global system but 

focused specifically on Africa.38  Unlike GIEWS, which is located at FAO 

                                                 
37 Keller (1988) provides an account of the Soviet Union’s sponsorship of both sides of the war of the 
Ogaden, Somalia and Ethiopia. For a perspective from within the Mengistu government, see Wolde 
Giorgis (1989). 
38 This has changed in 2002, as FEWS NET’s purview was expanded to include Afghanistan, Haiti, 
and parts of Central America.   
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headquarters in Rome, FEWS maintained country representatives in the 17 countries 

in which it operated, usually housed in the country’s USAID or consular mission. 

This allowed for a certain amount of “ground truthing” which gave the system greater 

credibility, in the eyes of the United States government, than one which depended 

solely on government-generated information and annual field assessments 

(Buchanan-Smith and Davies, 1995, p. 41).  It also insured that FEWS personnel 

were physically separated from local government agencies and other interested 

parties, and physically proximate to their main clients, USAID and the State 

Department.  While FEWS relied on secondary data (including GIEWS harvest 

assessments), those data were processed “in-house” and subject to verification by 

FEWS personnel through on-the-ground observation or double-checking with 

relevant agencies.  FEWS was also a “high tech” early warning system, making 

extensive use of computer processing services and satellite data available from U.S. 

government agencies, chiefly the National Aeronautics and Space Administration 

(NASA), the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), and the 

United States Geological Survey (USGS) Earth Resources Observation System 

(EROS). In its first two phases (through 1994) its main role was to provide 

information solely to decision makers at USAID in Washington, although its remit 

later expanded to include making recommendations and providing information to 

African decision makers as well.39 

                                                 
39 Here I use “decision makers” as FEWS NET documents and personnel do. As I spoke with more 
people, I came to realize that it mainly refers to USAID/Washington officials, particularly in Food for 
Peace, and occasionally African government officials and officials in other donor and multilateral 
agencies.  According to project staff, African farmers are generally not considered “decision makers” 
by FEWS NET, because addressing their information needs is not in the project’s remit. 
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 In addition to its high-tech emphasis on satellite-derived climate and 

vegetation information, FEWS also incorporated a new methodology it termed 

“vulnerability assessment,” which is generally regarded as a way of operationalizing 

Sen’s entitlement approach by focusing on the vulnerability of households to famine 

“shocks.” Vulnerability assessment thus represented a shift away from focus on 

aggregate food supply toward modeling how households gain access to food by 

measuring not only food production but other sources of entitlement, such as income, 

trade, and transfers.  (Vulnerability assessment was also taken up by the United 

Nations World Food Programme [WFP], whose Vulnerability Assessment and 

Mapping unit was established in 1994; see Chapter Three.) 

 The USAID system was not the only early warning system established in the 

1980s.  This was a period of proliferation of regional, national and subnational early 

warning systems as well.  Some analysts describe these systems as “bottom up” rather 

than “top down,” as they tended to include more locally obtained data from field 

surveys.  One major set of contributors to these new systems were international 

nongovernmental organizations.  In 1984, Médecins sans Frontières/Belgium 

established its Systeme d’Alerte Precoce (SAP) based on its rapid nutritional 

assessment system (the “score system”), and worked to establish early warning 

systems with the national governments of Mali and Chad; these systems are based on 

the national food balance approach (Cuny, 1999).  The Save the Children Fund 

(United Kingdom) also developed an information system, beginning in Mali, which 

featured data collected by local fieldworkers on rainfall, crop and livestock 

production, food prices, and malnutrition (Cuny, 1999). This system eventually 
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expanded to other countries, and Save the Children eventually developed its own 

version of the vulnerability approach, which it called the household economy 

approach.  Other NGOs to jump on the early warning bandwagon included Oxfam 

and CARE International.  The increased involvement of NGOs in famine early 

warning paralleled what de Waal terms the deregulation of the “charitable market” 

(1997, p. 79) that occurred in the 1980s, signaled by donors’ increased use of NGOs 

in channeling their emergency funds, effectively circumventing problematic national 

governments, such as that of Marxist Ethiopia. 

Thus, during this period, a decentralization of famine detection and relief 

efforts occurred, as did an increase in the number of actors involved, as international 

NGOs developed their own systems and/or helped African governments to develop 

theirs. However, the large-scale international systems continued to provide a way to 

bypass state institutions and maintain some control over the flow of “objective” 

information.  The general trend in early warning systems in the 1980s, at least 

rhetorically, was away from the global, supply-side approach based on national food 

supply (e.g. GIEWS), towards more disaggregated approaches emphasizing food 

access, households, and livelihoods, inspired by Sen’s entitlement approach.  The 

shift in emphasis was by no means complete.  Devereux observes that  “despite the 

rhetoric about disaggregated decentralized early warning systems that incorporate 

locally specific conditions and household coping strategies, for most governments 

and donors early warning is still about aggregate food supplies – harvest forecasts, 

food balance sheets and food aid requirements” (2001, p. 203).  The main response to 

famine also remained the provision of food aid; even now, most early warning 
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systems are geared towards targeting food aid deliveries (Cuny, 1999). Moreover, 

despite much evidence to the contrary in the Ethiopian case, drought continued as the 

main recognized cause of famine in Africa, and many analysts maintained that the 

effort to “deny famine a future” had not yet succeeded because “development actions 

have not adequately taken into account the unique agro-climatic conditions of 

Africa,” i.e. persistent drought (Morse, 1987, p. xix). Where other factors were taken 

into consideration, they were seen as contributing to a situation initially triggered by 

drought, and thus of secondary importance. In this way, organizations involved in 

detection and relief continued to treat famine as an environmental disaster and could 

put off any serious engagement with underlying political causes. In so doing, they 

could continue to appear politically neutral. 

 

 

Vulnerable Households, Continuums, and Complex Political Emergencies 

The late 1980s and 1990s saw three major developments in the literature on 

famine: household vulnerability and coping mechanisms (e.g. Anderson and 

Woodrow, 1989; Corbett, 1988; Wolde Mariam, 1986; Webb et al., 1992); debates 

about the relief-to-development continuum (e.g. Macrae et al., 1997; UNDP, 1995; 

White and Cliffe, 2000); and complex (or chronic) political emergencies (e.g. de 

Waal, 1997; Duffield, 1994, 1996; Duffield and Prendergast, 1994; Keen, 1994; 

Macrae, 2001; Macrae and Zwi, 1994; Minear and Weiss, 1995). Household 

vulnerability and coping mechanisms were linked to early warning methods through 

vulnerability assessment approaches.  The main development in famine early warning 
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methodology in the post-Cold War period has been the elaboration of this set of 

approaches. As their focus increasingly became household vulnerability, early 

warning systems added behavioral information (how people react to declining food 

access) to their indicators. Analysts began to identify and rank these “coping 

mechanisms,” which progressed from sales of livestock and other property to 

consumption of “famine foods”40 to migration (Cuny, 1999, p. 37).   

The other two concepts – the relief-to-development continuum and complex 

political emergencies – both emerged with post-Cold War shifts in policies and 

practices of development aid and humanitarian relief, as national sovereignty no 

longer guaranteed “protection from external intervention” (Macrae and Leader, 2001, 

p. 292). Relief-to-development posited a sequence of stages from a situation of 

emergency, through recovery and rehabilitation, to a situation of “normal” 

development.  The idea of complex political emergencies formed from theorizing 

about the protracted conflicts in many parts of Africa, particularly the Greater Horn. 

The implications of these concepts for famine early warning are as yet unclear, as 

analysts with systems like FEWS NET begin to address the possibility of adding a 

conflict component, yet continue to insist on their political neutrality and their role in 

providing mainly technical solutions (Maunder and Maxwell, 2002a).  

 

Focusing on the Household: Vulnerability, Coping Strategies, and Livelihoods 

The concepts of “vulnerability” and “coping strategies” both entered the 

famine early warning lexicon through discussions of local response to disasters.  The 

                                                 
40 Famine foods are wild foods that would not normally be part of the diet, but that people resort to 
when they do not have access to their usual source of food. 
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unit of analysis in these discussions is usually the household, although some analysts 

acknowledge that members of households could have differential access to food, and 

therefore the individual is an important unit as well (von Braun et al., 1998).  The 

focus on vulnerability reflects an attempt to incorporate Sen’s entitlement approach, 

particularly the recognition that different social groups have differential access to 

food, depending on their position in relation to the means of production.41  The 1990s 

also saw a particular shift in emphasis to the importance of preserving not only lives 

but livelihoods, as both theorists and practitioners began to recognize that famine-

affected people themselves often choose to go hungry in order to preserve their 

productive assets (e.g. de Waal, 2005), and that “livelihood security [is] a necessary 

and often sufficient condition for food security” (Maxwell, 1996, p. 158).  

The famine vulnerability literature also draws on geographic accounts of 

natural disaster and risk. Kenneth Hewitt describes a dominant view in what he terms 

the technocratic approach to natural disasters: “The occurrence and essential features 

of calamity are seen to depend primarily upon the nature of storms, earthquakes, 

flood, drought.  It may be accepted that ‘hazard,’ strictly speaking, refers to the 

potential for damage that exists only in the presence of a vulnerable human 

population” (1983, p. 5).42  Moreover, “disaster itself is attributed to nature. There is, 

however, an equally strong conviction that something can be done about disaster by 

                                                 
41 Some writers (e.g. Devereux, 1993b) point out that studies of coping strategies actually represent a 
critique of Sen, as Sen maintained that famine was an abrupt event – “a sudden collapse in the level of 
food consumption” (1981, p. 41)—while the idea of coping strategies presented a progression towards 
destitution or starvation, famine as a process rather than an event. 
42 Hewitt characterizes the technocratic view of disaster “as originating in unpredictable extremes, 
unscheduled events and uncontrolled agents” (1998, p. 79); it focuses on the analysis of physical 
hazards and  the management of uncertainty, and “remains the most common vision of disasters (p. 
77).   
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society.  But that something is viewed strictly as a matter of public policy backed up 

by the most advanced geophysical, geotechnical, and managerial capability” (p. 6).  

Thus, monitoring geophysical processes, planning activities containing those 

processes if possible, and executing emergency measures, including relief and 

rehabilitation, protect and rescue from disaster the vulnerable population whose 

ordinary behavior does “little except make the problem worse by default.” (ibid.).43 

The story is very similar in the literature on famine. Vulnerable households or 

communities – usually low income, with few assets44 – are those more likely to 

succumb to climatic, environmental or economic “shocks.” Therefore, identifying 

households or communities most vulnerable to food insecurity is an important part of 

responding effectively to a famine to prevent its worst effects. The activities of these 

vulnerable households as they react to shocks are classified as coping behavior, 

strategies, or mechanisms, generally defined as “the range of possible strategies, 

largely determined by the precrisis characteristics of individual households,…[that] 

involve a succession of adaptations to increasingly severe conditions” (von Braun et 

al., 1998, p. 90).  These coping strategies include selling assets, borrowing, eating 

less, eating wild foods, sending family members away to better-off relatives or to 

work, or moving entirely. Because certain coping strategies theoretically can be 

associated with certain stages of crisis, recognizing them as they occur is one way of 

                                                 
43 There is probably a connection between famine early warning and early warning systems for natural 
disaster, as well – perhaps a history that remains to be written?  The idea that the ordinary behavior of 
people makes the problem worse is similar to Perrow’s observation that during a normal accident, 
“operator action or the safety systems may make it worse, since for a time it is not known what the 
problem really is” (1984, p. 5).  Likewise, people in a famine or natural disaster can be seen as 
exacerbating it or even causing it. Hence the need for expert diagnosis. 
44 Jaspars and Shoham provide a synthesis of the literature indicating that the most vulnerable 
populations in natural and human-made disasters are not necessarily the poor; social and political 
marginalization can produce greater vulnerability than poverty or malnutrition (1999). 
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gauging the severity of the crisis; hence their perceived utility in designing early 

warning systems (Torry, 1988).  Moreover, understanding coping mechanisms is 

important because “effective public intervention requires an understanding of how 

private actions are affected by and respond to famine” (von Braun et al., 1998, p. 91).   

Household-level analyses present a challenge because of the tremendous 

variability in “resource endowments and agro-ecological and institutional settings” of 

vulnerable households and communities; therefore “any household-level study of 

famine must be context-specific” (von Braun et al., 1998, p. 12).  But despite local 

variations, von Braun et al. maintain that “there are identifiable behavior patterns 

associated with the onset, progression, and climax of a crisis” (1998, p. 13).  While 

earlier studies (e.g. Corbett, 1988) posited a linear sequence associated with these 

phases, later studies (e.g. Devereux, 1993b) indicated that a more “clustered” and 

gradated classification might be appropriate, differentiating between strategies for 

protecting food consumption (e.g. selling assets, working or borrowing to get more 

food, or receiving food aid) and those for modifying food consumption (e.g. eating 

less, eating wild foods, sending children to better-off relatives) (Devereux, 1993a, p. 

53). These later studies posited that “coping strategies are adopted in multiple, 

iterative layers; several strategies are adopted in parallel and each strategy is pursued 

with increasing intensity at increasing cost or irreversibility as conditions deteriorate, 

until ameliorated by a countervailing event such as a good harvest or the delivery of 

food aid” (Devereux, 2001, p. 147).  Some efforts have been made to construct 

“alternative food security indicators based on the frequency and severity of 
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consumption-related coping strategies” using household-level questionnaires or 

community-level focus groups (Maxwell et al., 1999, p. 411). 

 Thus, while academicians and practitioners alike studied and classified 

sources of vulnerability and coping strategies, famine early warning systems sought 

ways to incorporate them.  The vulnerability assessment methods developed in the 

1980s became a major focus of effort through the 1990s.  Vulnerability assessment 

generally “involves two components: first, identification of who is at risk to climatic 

and environmental perturbations; and second, prioritizing needs” (Stephen and 

Downing, 2001, p. 113). This involves identifying the “components of people’s 

livelihoods in terms of material and social assets,” as well as the political context and 

agricultural and labor market conditions (p. 114).  Measuring vulnerability effectively 

also involves being able to “account for the livelihood conditions of target groups (i.e. 

the rural and urban poor, female-headed households, pastoralists, and the 

unemployed)” (ibid.).  Therefore, vulnerability assessments must first classify 

populations into these groups, and determine the material and social conditions of 

their livelihoods.  Then they establish baselines against which to compare future data.  

Baseline studies, usually based on anywhere from a few weeks to months of 

field study, look at “how people live in good years45 – what they produce, what 

essential things they buy, how they earn cash to buy these essential goods – as well as 

how households cope when harvests fail. Separate livelihood profiles are drawn up 

for each wealth group because wealth or assets (livestock, labour, land and capital) 

                                                 
45 Julius Holt (2001) discusses the problems with identifying a “baseline year” in terms of choosing 
either a recent year which informants will remember, but which may be a “bad” year, or a “normal” 
reference year, which may be impossible to determine in an area that experiences a lot of variability. 
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determine how people secure their food” (Bush, 2002). Thus, populations can be 

divided into “daily laborers,” “the middle poor,” “one ox households” and “two ox 

households,” as one baseline report does (ibid.).  Or they can be divided according to 

major economic activities (e.g. agricultural vs. pastoral) that may be differentiated 

geographically (southern, northwestern, northeastern), as does one household food 

economy assessment for Arusha Region, Tanzania (Boudreau, 1999).46 Within these 

divisions, surveyors collect information from “key informants” and stratified sample 

surveys on how people obtain their food and under what conditions (e.g. are they 

sharecroppers or smallholders, do they receive food aid, and so on), as well as what 

sources of income they have (e.g. day labor, remittances from family members), and 

what their daily and occasional expenditures are. These data provide baselines against 

which to compare changes in livelihoods brought about by shocks; software packages 

model the likely effects of these shocks. Governments and donors can use them to 

make decisions about targeting relief and development assistance. While household-

level data are collected, and household behavior is modeled, information is 

aggregated at some administrative level (e.g. the district) to make it “useful” for 

actual relief practices.  

 Several different vulnerability assessment methods have been developed by 

different organizations, including the World Food Programme’s vulnerability 

                                                 
46 Interestingly, both of these baselines were carried out by consultants from the Food Economy Group, 
a private consulting firm, but for different organizations (the former for Action for Development, a 
local NGO partner of Christian Aid-Ethiopia, the latter for Save the Children UK in collaboration with 
Tanzania’s Disaster Management Department). Thus, the differences between them may reflect either 
methodological changes between 1999 and 2002, or client requirements. Members of the Food 
Economy Group worked with Save the Children UK to develop their household economy approach 
(Seaman et al., 2000), but the firm has also become, as of 2000, FEWS NET’s main vulnerability 
assessment subcontractor, and they have contracts with various bilateral and multilateral agencies, as 
well as NGOs. 



109 
 

 

assessment and mapping, and Save the Children UK’s food economy approach (now 

called the household economy approach),47 and FEWS’s current vulnerability 

assessment.  These approaches are not without their pitfalls.  Stephen and Downing 

(2001) have analyzed the differences between two software modeling packages used 

in vulnerability assessment – Save the Children’s RiskMap, and the Classification and 

Regression Tree (CART) adapted by the International Food Policy Research Institute 

(IFPRI) –in terms of how well they account for environmental as well as 

social/political/economic processes of vulnerability, and at what scale they produce 

accurate predictions of vulnerability (household, village, or larger).  The authors 

indicate that decision-makers choose between different methods according to their 

own agendas and policy constraints, rather than because one method is necessarily 

“better” than another. Essentially, “decision-makers generalize about the spatial 

dimensions of vulnerability and thereby minimize its complexity and variability” (p. 

128). Therefore, they may choose a method that offers results at a more aggregated 

scale (e.g. RiskMap) than do others (e.g. CART). This may lead to continued 

exclusion of marginalized groups, depending on how exactly the program aggregates 

the information.  

 Vulnerability assessment creates a system of classifying households, villages, 

and districts according to “livelihood,” level of “vulnerability,” and “coping 

strategies.” Famine early warning systems thus construct a set of categories into 

which famine-affected people and communities can be fit, and about which 

                                                 
47 The name change occurred in response to criticisms that the food economy approach took a food-
first approach to famine relief, during a time when increasing emphasis was placed on the need to 
understand non-food-related causes of suffering during famine. 
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policymakers can make decisions. These categories do not necessarily correspond to 

the way that the people or communities identify themselves, but they form the basis 

for decisions about how to best provide famine relief and development aid to these 

people.48 While Stephen and Downing astutely point out that “the key to 

understanding the inconsistency between the location of vulnerable people and 

assessment methodologies is to study the politics of early warning and the 

construction of scale,” they also assert that “the assumptions underlying famine 

assessment technologies are consistent with current knowledge and theories of 

famine” without fully interrogating those assumptions, knowledge, and theories 

(2001, p. 129). Vulnerability assessment, by focusing on the behaviors and assets 

available at the household or village level, and including political and even larger-

scale market factors only as “context,” effectively avoids addressing famine as an 

outcome of conflict, politics, or economic policies.  In fact, vulnerability assessment 

offers a means of categorizing the effects of famine on vulnerable households without 

addressing larger processes by which those households came to be vulnerable to 

shocks in the first place. In this way, early warning experts can produce their 

classifications without offering explanations which might be construed as political.  

 

Post-Cold War Innovations in Development Aid and Humanitarian Relief: The 
Relief-to-Development Continuum and Complex Emergencies 
 
 The idea of the relief-to-development continuum actually had its origins in 

natural disaster relief models of the 1980s, which “conceive a linear progression from 

                                                 
48 See Bakewell (2000) and Wood (1985) for accounts of the effects of development or humanitarian 
lablelling. 
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a state of crisis, through rehabilitation and development” (Macrae et al., 1997, p. 

225).49  Relief aid was considered a temporary measure in this progression, until the 

emergency was over and “normal” development could resume, and relief aid would 

no longer be needed.  By the mid 1990’s, the relief-to-development continuum had 

permeated policy discourse in the European Union (ECHO, 1996), the World Health 

Organization (Menu, 1996), The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP, 

1994), the World Food Programme (WFP, 1994), and USAID (1995).  It has also 

been taken up by NGOs, such as the Lutheran World Federation and Save the 

Children UK. Even the FEWS mission statement contained reference to the 

continuum: “FEWS deliberately seeks to reinforce the conceptual and operational 

links between relief and development efforts. The project provides an information 

bridge between partners at all levels and at both ends of the relief-development 

continuum” (FEWS, n.d.).  Thus, while continuum thinking has mainly been 

concerned with questions of linking emergency response to longer-term issues of 

crisis prevention through development, the early warning system, mainly concerned 

with detection of emergencies, portrayed itself as having an informational role (at 

least) in the new formulation.50 

Alternate versions of this basic idea were “linking relief to development” (e.g. 

the European Union’s Linking Relief, Rehabilitation, and Development, or LRRD, 

approach) and “relief-development synergies.”  Some questioned the linear 

                                                 
49 See Will Campbell (1994) for an annotated bibliography of the “linking relief and development” 
literature from the 1980s and early 1990s.A more recent reference list is available online at 
www.certi.org/publications/liblinkreldev.htm.   
50 The extent to which FEWS really did contribute to any work along continuum lines can be 
determined by empirical research which I have not yet undertaken. 
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progression, and the idea that each stage should be overseen by agencies specialized 

in that particular stage, but the general perception was that relief and development 

must be linked to avoid the recurring need for relief and to sustain development. For 

example, in their conceptual outline of linking relief and development, the UNDP’s 

Emergencies Unit for Ethiopia maintains that “the true value of the concept, however, 

is not as a defensive strategy for the administrators of regular development aid51 but 

as a basis for designing and funding projects which can cut across the traditional 

boundaries of relief and development and begin to address the key issue of how to 

protect and insulate both peoples’ lives and livelihoods from the shock of disaster” 

(Bidder, 1994, pp. 1-2). The funding issue is very much central to this argument, as 

emergency relief operations are much costlier to run than development programs and 

are seen as “bleeding aid money away from development as donors attempt to address 

the ever-mounting relief needs” (Bidder, 1994, p. 1). Making relief aid developmental 

and development aid more attuned to preventing emergencies requiring relief is thus a 

way to improve efficiency from the donor’s perspective.   

Problems with this approach became apparent as policymakers began to apply 

continuum thinking to “complex political emergencies,” the term used for protracted 

periods of conflict and humanitarian crisis in countries such as Sudan, Somalia, and 

Ethiopia.  Just as relief aid could “be used to reduce vulnerability to natural hazards, 

so might it be used to reduce vulnerability to the hazard of violence;” in other words, 

relief aid could be “a tool in conflict management” (Macrae et al., 1997, p. 225). This 

                                                 
51 I.e., the concern that recognition of “permanent” emergency in some places (e.g. Ethiopia) would 
render relief aid rather than development aid the norm, hence the need to reinforce the idea that 
“emergencies should be considered as no more than an interruption to the process of otherwise linear 
development” (Bidder, 1994, p. 1). 
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thinking came to be applied to famine, particularly as analyses exploring the causes of 

the 1984-85 Ethiopian famine began to link it with conflict just as much as drought 

(e.g. de Waal, 1997). A burgeoning critique of Sen’s entitlement approach supported 

this new awareness of the need to recognize political causes of famine (e.g. de Waal, 

2005; Fine, 1997; Gore, 1993; Rangasami, 1985), although some analysts continue to 

use the language of environmental scarcity to describe the causes of conflict linked to 

famine (e.g. Messer et al., 2001). 

In their analysis of the attempt to apply “continuum thinking” to the conflict 

situation in Sudan, Macrae et al. point out the contradictions in this approach, as relief 

aid had generally been “provided by the majority of donors unconditionally” and did 

not “imply international recognition, nor legitimation of the government or other 

authorities controlling territory,” as did development aid (1997, p. 226).52  

Development aid, on the other hand, did “imply making decisions about the 

legitimacy and desirability of different institutions. Thus, moving along the 

continuum implies making decisions about which institutions are used to disperse and 

manage rehabilitation assistance” (ibid.).  This is particularly problematic in countries 

with complex political emergencies, as providing development aid also required 

making “decisions regarding the degree to which aid agencies wish to work with, and 

be seen to be working with, the warring parties,” including the national government 

(ibid.).   

                                                 
52 I am using the past tense intentionally here; as was obviously the case with the Ethiopian crisis in 
1999/2000, relief aid can no longer be said to be “unconditional,” if it ever was. 
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 Making relief aid “developmental” was seen as one solution to this problem. 

That way, donors could be “simultaneously maintaining that political conditions are 

not conducive to development aid, while urging that relief should contribute to long-

term development objectives” (Macrae et al., 1997, p. 226).  It was also financially 

more attractive to donors, as “rehabilitative or developmental programming is 

perceived as more efficient, and hence more cost effective, than humanitarian relief” 

(ibid.).  However, “in Sudan, adoption of ‘developmental’ objectives has actually 

resulted in a reduction of conflict-affected populations’ access to international public 

welfare” (p. 227).  The authors stress that “continuum rhetoric can be used by 

different actors to gloss over the negative impact of reductions in relief allocations on 

the health and welfare of conflict-affected populations. If used to justify reductions in 

entitlements to relief, without yielding corresponding increases in access to other 

resources, the concept of the continuum may be further punishing conflict-affected 

populations” (ibid.).  

Much of the debate about the continuum stressed the need to recognize the 

political differences between relief and developmental aid, as well as the dangers of 

making the transition too soon.  The authors of this particular study point out that “the 

Sudan case suggests the need to reassess the similarities and differences between 

relief and development aid. These are seen to rely not primarily in the content of such 

assistance, but rather in the strategies used to deliver it” (Macrae et al., 1997, p. 240). 

In other words, food aid given in an emergency is politically neutral, while giving 

food aid through a development program is taking sides.  The authors conclude that in 

complex political emergencies, aid should not be provided through parties to the war. 
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In other words, the “neutral” logic of relief aid should prevail until the conflict is well 

and truly over.  

Continuum thinking and theorizing about complex political emergencies have 

had less of an impact on famine early warning than developments such as 

vulnerability.  This is in part because of their more explicit political content, and the 

need for early warning systems to be perceived as politically neutral.  For example, 

conflict has not been included as an indicator in many systems, and therefore formally 

recognized by them as a cause of famine, because of its overtly political implications. 

Even so, practitioners have recently expressed the need to incorporate conflict into 

famine early warning. FEWS NET’s Greater Horn of Africa Food Security Update in 

March 2002 offers one clear example, co-authored by Nicholas Maunder of FEWS 

NET and Daniel Maxwell of CARE International.  The bulletin explains that conflict 

in the Greater Horn has resulted from a number of different factors, such as food 

insecurity (competition for scarce resources), ethnic or religious differences, political 

exclusion, and “the phenomenon of ‘failed states’ and resultant political 

fragmentation or warlordism” (Maunder and Maxwell, 2002a, p. 2).  Famine early 

warning systems have not generally incorporated conflict “partly as a result of this 

plethora of causal factors, partly because significant differences exist in the level of 

conflict (inter-state, civil, and inter-communal), and partly because it is overtly 

‘political’” (ibid.).  The assumption here being, of course, that the causes and levels 

of famine are not so complex or political.  

 After outlining several existing conflict early warning systems, the Food 

Security Update lists several reasons why few links exist between conflict and famine 
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early warning systems, including the difficulty of establishing baselines or 

comparative data for conflict; the difficulty of interpreting current events and 

predicting their future impact; the political sensitivity of conflict information; the 

diversity of conflict terminology and conceptual frameworks; and the fact that “it is 

not easy to know what to do with the information” (2002a, p. 4).  However, the 

authors of the bulletin concede that there are compelling reasons to integrate conflict 

early warning and famine early warning in the Greater Horn region, in part because of 

the connection between conflict and famine in the region, and also because “both 

require standing capacity in data collection, baseline analysis, and monitoring trends, 

and both could well rely on the same system;” moreover, “incorporating an analysis 

of conflict can empower local communities to share and interpret information that 

affects their lives” (ibid.).  

 Finally, the update concludes with some issues to address before such 

integration could occur.  Notably,  

Conflict early warning is nearly always going to be seen as ‘political,’ 
whereas classic food security early warning is seen as ‘technical.’ 
While there are bound to be political considerations in conflict early 
warning, CEW systems can and must provide the same kind of 
objective reporting as food security EWS, and must not be politically 
partisan. By the same token, classic food security EWS must become 
more adept at dealing with ‘political’ causes of food insecurity. … 
Both types of systems must be guaranteed the political ‘space’ to 
analyze political issues and to rapidly disseminate information. A 
censored CEW is of limited value. And community participation in 
any kind of early warning will cease if there are negative political 
consequences for participation. (2002a, p. 5).   

 

FEWS NET thus constructs a political/technical divide by asserting that they control 

the tools of objective reporting, and that, by employing similar tools, conflict early 



117 
 

 

warning can likewise be a technical endeavor that handles political content, just as 

famine early warning, historically technical, can incorporate political content without 

itself becoming political. Thus, according to the report, the famine early warning 

system will not jeopardize its status as an objective information source for the 

international humanitarian community, even if it does take conflict into account. In 

this view, early warning systems of either kind, if given the right kind of “space” and 

using the right analytical tools, can analyze politics without being contaminated by 

them.53  

Even so, this call for the integration of conflict and famine early warning has 

generated little observable effect on FEWS NET to date, despite the continued 

occurrence of complex emergencies.  FEWS NET and other early warning systems as 

well have placed much more emphasis on the other development in famine theorizing 

in the 1990s, the seemingly neutral incorporation of household vulnerability and 

coping strategies.  According to some FEWS NET staff, this is because of how FEWS 

NET is trying to position itself institutionally, particularly in relation to USAID and 

host governments.  In their view, all they can do is make policy issues more visible by 

issuing reports on them, but constructing the actual policy agenda is a job for national 

governments, not early warning experts whose competence lies more in operational 

responses than policy solutions.    Thus, early warning experts preserve their political 

neutrality, and hence their status as providers of objective information, by 

emphasizing their technical role.  (This relationship between the technical status of 

                                                 
53 This concern about contamination is very strong.  In an interview, the Deputy Project Director of 
FEWS NET told me that USAID was considering housing the Ethiopian country representative in the 
Ethiopian government’s Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Commission. This is a problem for 
them, because “then we will be tarred with that brush.”  
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early warning experts and their perceived objectivity will be further explored in 

Chapter Four.) 

 

Understandings of famine have changed considerably since the 1970s, as a 

result of analysis of occurring famines and developments in famine theorizing.  

Through the 1970s, the prevailing approach to famine was as a national food shortage 

brought on by natural disaster.  The 1980s, with the introduction of Sen’s entitlement 

approach, saw an increased focus on issues of access to food and socioeconomic 

vulnerabilities.  This led to interest in reducing vulnerability to famine by linking 

relief to development.  Further, analysis of the 1984/85 famine in Ethiopia as well as 

later crises in Sudan and Somalia led, in the 1990s, to increased recognition of the 

relationship between famine and conflict.  This formed the basis of theorizing about a 

newly identified class of humanitarian crisis: complex political emergencies. Thus, 

the last decades of the 20th century saw a growing recognition that the view of famine 

as a food shortage caused by a natural disaster was deeply flawed, and a movement 

towards accounting for the social and political complexities of famine.  

However, as understandings of famine changed, older understanding were not 

completely replaced; rather, aspects of these older understandings persisted in the 

literature as well as in early warning systems and famine response.  Further, not all 

developments in famine theorizing were adopted by early warning or humanitarian 

actors.  This chapter has both outlined the ways in which particular definitions of 

famine have been incorporated into famine early warning systems and indicated how 

the selective incorporation of some developments in famine theorizing, and the 
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disregard of others, has enabled famine early warning systems to maintain their status 

as neutral producers of information for humanitarian response.  This has been 

accomplished by developing particular indicators based on weather, food production, 

market prices, and household level coping strategies, while avoiding others that 

would account for the social and political processes that cause famines, such as 

inequality, bad policy, and conflict.  Further, early warning indicators tend to be 

based on “outsider” definitions of famine – that is, those employed by humanitarian 

actors and academic analysis – rather than “insider” definitions of famine-affected 

people themselves.   

Once these definitions of famine have been incorporated into early warning 

systems, they become a part of how those systems report famine to humanitarian 

agencies and governments.  Thus, their underlying assumptions about famine and 

famine-affected people form the basis for the information that those agencies act 

upon.  As the next chapter will show, these assumptions become further entrenched 

through the methodologies that early warning systems employ.  Thus, whether famine 

is to be understood as a national food gap caused by a failure in food supply or 

something that happens to vulnerable households is a decision made as much through 

the operation of early warning systems as by humanitarian actors.  These decisions 

affect what sorts of responses are deemed appropriate and thus have significant 

impact on the lives of famine-affected people. 
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Chapter Three:   

Measuring Famine in Ethiopia 

 

The politics of famine early warning in Ethiopia can be understood in a 

number of different ways.  At one level, they involve interactions between strong 

individual personalities, practitioners struggling to advance their own agendas and 

those of their organizations.54  At another level, they are about conflicting concepts of 

and approaches to famine, as outlined in the previous chapter.  These involve 

different ideas about what causes famine and how best to predict, detect, measure, 

and respond to it.   Hence, the politics of early warning are symptomatic of the 

increasing complexity of humanitarian assistance and the increasing number of 

organizations involved in humanitarian work, what Alex de Waal (1997) calls the 

expansion of the charity market.   Another factor is what happens when efforts to 

standardize humanitarian practices encounter local politics and circumstances.  These 

local politics include not only the structure of the Ethiopian state and the current 

process of administrative decentralization that the Ethiopian government is embarked 

upon, but the actions of early warning experts themselves and the political 

arrangements contained within the existing early warning systems.  Taken 

individually, none of these possible understandings of the politics of early warning 

completely explains why famine early warning is so contentious, but together they 

                                                 
54 This picture of the early warning methodology debates emerged over and over again in my 
interviews. One early warning expert I spoke with, who had been deeply involved in an early round of 
the Ethiopian methodology debates, asked me, “When you say politics, do you mean arguments 
between people, or do you mean real politics?”  He acknowledged that there had been a lot of the 
former in Ethiopia, but he hoped I was more interested in international relations. 
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point towards why arguments about such apparently technical issues such as 

methodology become so vehement and politically charged.   

These are the issues this chapter explores in developing the argument that, like 

the concepts of famine discussed in the previous chapter, methodologies of famine 

early warning also embody politics, and therefore methodological struggles are best 

understood as political struggles.  In other words, methodology is politics by other 

means.55  These politics can have dire consequences for the lives of the people whose 

needs the methodologies define; for this reason, viewing them as technical 

disagreements to be resolved by technical means is not only myopic but dangerous.  

Instead, methodological arguments are a surrogate for political struggles between the 

agencies involved over whose vision of famine and famine relief will prevail.  What 

is at stake is not just a technical victory, but which agency will be able to win the 

cooperation of the Ethiopian government and donor community, and hence take the 

lead in determining how to measure and meet famine needs. 

Thus, further complicating the picture is the international political context in 

which early warning takes place.  The history of famine early warning in Ethiopia is 

one of foreign intervention.  Despite the existence of a national early warning system 

since 1974, Western donor governments, wary of Ethiopia’s then-Marxist 

government, established their own parallel systems.  Many of these systems came into 

being following the catastrophic 1984-85 famine that claimed an estimated one 

million lives, and in which Ethiopian politics and donor response failure were heavily 

                                                 
55 This statement comes from a conversation with Geof Bowker.  The notion that “technology is 
politics by other means” is well accepted in science and technology studies (see, e.g. Woolgar, 2004, p. 
346).  In this chapter, I am extending the argument to methodologies. 
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implicated.56  As Buchanan-Smith and Davies point out, “Western donor/government 

relations were characterized by distrust and suspicion; yet, the government was 

prepared to tolerate this duplication of systems by donors – which sometimes went so 

far as to threaten its sovereignty – because of a coincidence of basic objectives: to get 

food relief into the country” (1995, p. 56).  However, the specific motives behind the 

coinciding objectives were quite different, with the Ethiopian government trying to 

maximize emergency assistance in the absence of development assistance (Kissi, 

2005), and the Western governments trying to avoid further catastrophic famines as 

well as playing Cold War politics.  Donors also began to put pressure on the 

Ethiopian system to open up to outside scrutiny because they believed that Ethiopia’s 

aid requests were exaggerated.  This eventually led to the formation of various 

collaborative efforts such as the government-led Early Warning Working Group, 

which has members from Ethiopian agencies, as well as donor agencies, the United 

Nations, and international NGOs.  With the fall of the socialist government in 1991, 

there was hope for better relations between the Ethiopian government and Western 

donors, as well as greater transparency in relief operations and decision making.  

However, while both donors and the Ethiopian government cite notable 

improvements, tensions have continued on a number of different levels.   

 One area that has remained contentious is emergency needs assessment 

methodology.  Needs assessment is a significant part of famine early warning activity 

within Ethiopia; many early warning actors participate in needs assessment as part of 

                                                 
56 Numerous accounts of this famine exist; e.g. see Clay & Holcomb (1986); Dawit (1989); de Waal 
(1997); Duffield & Prendergast (1994); Kissi (2005). 
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their regular activities.  Assessments produce the numbers that donors rely on to 

determine how many people require relief in a given season, and therefore how much 

relief assistance needs to be supplied.  Because allocation of resources is at stake in 

this process, the numbers can be quite controversial and have often led to 

disagreements between the Ethiopian government and donors, as well as among 

officials and experts within Ethiopia.  The Early Warning Department of the 

Ethiopian Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Commission (DPPC), with support 

from various donor agencies, has developed its own needs assessment methodology 

and coordinates the regular national needs assessment process.  However, donors 

have expressed concern from time to time that the needs assessment results are 

politically motivated – for example, there is the frequent “joke” that beneficiary 

numbers are high in one region because it is an election year there.57  Because of this, 

there has been pressure on the DPPC to improve its methodology or adopt another 

one in order for the results to be believable.  Other approaches have been considered 

and even pilot tested over the past decade, but no single approach has emerged as a 

viable option until fairly recently.  The Household Economy Approach (HEA), 

pioneered by the British-based NGO Save the Children-UK, has become a major 

contender.  Some donors and aid organizations consider this approach to be more 

objective and accurate than the methodology currently employed by the DPPC, which 

is an amalgam of qualitative ratings and negotiated figures.  Since 2002, there has 

been a concerted push by Save the Children-UK, backed by the United States Agency 

                                                 
57 This can actually be the case, as sometimes regional politicians will essentially lobby the DPPC for 
more food aid for their constituents, but, as other examples will show, sometimes the bias will be low, 
rather than high, depending on the political situation.  Further examples and discussion appear later in 
the chapter. 



124 
 

 

for International Development (USAID), for the DPPC to adopt HEA as its official 

methodology.   

 This chapter discusses how famine early warning has developed in Ethiopia, 

including the political context of state-donor-NGO relations, as well as the different 

organizations involved.  In particular, it contrasts the operation of two different early 

warning systems, the DPPC’s early warning system and USAID’s FEWS NET, both 

of which are major players in Ethiopian early warning.  It also describes in detail a 

third major influence on famine early warning: Save the Children UK’s household 

economy approach (HEA) for emergency needs assessment.  The chapter then 

presents the debates around early warning and needs assessment methodologies, not 

only in terms of the discrepant models of famine at play, but as political struggles 

between the different actors involved, situated within the broader context of 

humanitarian assistance in Ethiopia.   

 

Famine and Politics:  

The Ethiopian State, NGOs and Donor Government Relations 

 

“Ethiopia” is virtually synonymous with “famine” in Western popular 

consciousness.58  The country arguably emerged into international public awareness 

as a result of the severe famine of the mid-1980s, which generated a tremendous 

amount of relief activity and subsequent literature on what came to be called 

                                                 
58 For a somewhat dated but still relevant account of how this linkage was produced by Western mass 
media, and its effects, see Sorenson (1993).   
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“complex political emergencies” (as discussed in Chapter Two). According to food 

security analysts, famine is not new to the country or the region; there is evidence of 

recurring famine as far back as 250 B.C. (Webb et al. 1992).  What was considered 

new in the 1984/85 famine was the interaction between drought, civil conflict, Cold 

War politics, and bad government policies.  Awareness of this can be traced to 

analysis of the relief efforts, which were strongly criticized for ignoring the political 

dimensions of the crisis and thereby contributing to its spread and intensification 

rather than its resolution (Clay, 1991).  The impact of the 1984-85 famine and relief 

efforts has to a great degree determined the course of subsequent humanitarian and 

development initiatives in Ethiopia, both governmental and non-governmental. 

Ethiopia consistently ranks among the poorest and least developed countries 

in the world by almost any measure.  It ranked 169 out of 177 in the 2005 United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Human Development Index Report.  In 

terms of purchasing power parity (PPP), it ranked 200 out of 208 in the 2006 World 

Development Indicators of the World Bank, with a per capita rate of $630.  Its per 

capita gross national income (GNI) that year was $170 (ranked 204 out of 209).  Even 

so, there seems to have been a decrease in poverty during the 1990s.  According to an 

Addis Ababa/Oxford University study, in 1989, 61% of households were below the 

poverty line, with an average consumption gap of 29%, while in 1994 the figures 

were reduced to 49% with a 21% consumption gap.  Likewise, a 1995/96 government 

poverty report stated that 45% of households were below the poverty line (47% of 

rural households and 33% of urban households) (Milas and Abdel Latif, 2000, p. 

372).  The World Bank data profile for Ethiopia indicates that, in 2000, 44 % of the 
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population was at or below the poverty line; no figures are given for subsequent 

years.59   

Rain-fed agriculture is the basis of the Ethiopian economy, and over 80% of 

the country’s population of 77 million are peasant farmers;60 the remainder are 

pastoralists or urban dwellers who participate in trade, commerce, and other services.  

The agricultural sector contributes 47% of the GDP and 85% of the export earning; 

the country’s main export is coffee, which has declined from 65% to 35% of foreign 

exchange earnings over the last decade because of the global decline in coffee prices 

(Department of State, 2008).61  Industry, mainly textiles and processed foods, 

contributes only 12 % of the GDP.  Given the primary role agriculture has in 

Ethiopian economic life, the current government adopted an Agricultural 

Development-Led Industrialization (ADLI) strategy for its long-term development.  

The ADLI strategy emphasizes developing a labor-intensive industrial sector that 

utilizes locally available raw materials.  Short- and medium-term strategies include 

“boosting agricultural production and productivity, thereby attaining food self-

sufficiency and food security” through “the expanded use of selected seeds, 

fertilizers, pesticides, the development of small scale irrigation as well as the 

provision of extension services” (Office of the Government Spokesperson, 1999).  

However, the overall condition of the agricultural sector, given the lack of rural 

                                                 
59 See http://devdata.worldbank.org/ for the complete country profile. 
60 According to the 2006 World Bank indicators, Ethiopia ranked 15th in population, between Germany 
and Egypt.   
61 While I was in Ethiopia in 2003-2004, I saw numerous news stories about coffee farmers converting 
their fields to khat production (a shrub with psychotropic effects, which may very well surpass coffee 
in foreign exchange earnings, as it is used extensively throughout the Horn of Africa and the Middle 
East). 
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infrastructure, the frequency of crop failure, and the generally low productivity of the 

peasant farmers, indicates that industrial development may be very slow in coming.   

Until the 1980s, Ethiopia was essentially self-sufficient in cereals, but it has 

not been able to meet its own food needs since the 1984-85 famine.  Food aid 

requirements fluctuated from 200,000 to 1.2 million tons from 1984 to 1996 (Molla et 

al., 1995).  There has been a similar range since then, with a peak of 1.2 million tons 

in 2003; for 2008, the requirement is 177,000 tons.  One of the primary reasons cited 

for the failure of Ethiopia to remain self-supporting in agriculture is a combination of 

population growth and environmental degradation.  Another commonly mentioned 

culprit is the prevalence of smallholding and lack of security in land tenure.  Since a 

comprehensive land reform measure took effect in 1975, private ownership of land 

has been forbidden by law, and holdings were limited to a maximum of 10 hectares, 

with a more common holding size ranging from 0.5 to 2.0 hectares (Molla et al., 

1995; Worku, 2000).  Many peasants thus cultivate plots that are incapable of 

producing more than half of their annual household food needs (Foot, 1999).  Land 

continues to be state-held, but since the new government has come into power, 

farmers lease their land for a short, legally recognized period of time, and can 

bequeath the land to relatives (Molla et al., 1995).  However, there is concern as to 

whether this provides sufficient incentive for farmers to make substantial 

improvements to their farms (e.g. Deininger and Jin, 2006; Holden and Yohannes, 

2002; Worku, 2000).  Thus, land reform has been on the agenda even under the new 

government.   
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Geographically, Ethiopia is divided between a mountainous highland plateau 

(1,800-3,000 meters; the highest peak is Ras Dashen at 4,500 m), which holds the 

majority of the population, and the more arid eastern and southern lowlands, 

including the Great Rift Valley which runs across from the southwestern border with 

Kenya to the northeastern border with Djibouti.  Figure 3.1 shows the current 

administrative regions and approximate borders.62  Ethiopia has been landlocked 

since Eritrea gained independence, but it has considerable water resources, including 

the Blue Nile River, which originates in Lake Tana.  (Despite this, irrigated 

agriculture accounts for only a small percentage of production.)   The divide between 

the agricultural highlands and the agro-pastoral and pastoral lowlands is not only 

geographical but cultural and political as well, as the latter were incorporated into 

greater Ethiopia through conquest initiated by highland-based kingdoms over several 

hundred years (Levine, 2000).  The agricultural highlands, home to major ethnic 

groups such as the Amhara and the Tigrayans, have received the bulk of national and 

foreign development efforts, and this is reflected in access to goods and services 

provided by the state as well.   

                                                 
62 Every map of Ethiopia comes with a disclaimer that all boundaries are unofficial and approximate 
because the federal government has not authorized any representations of the country’s internal 
boundaries or international borders. 
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Figure 3.1: Administrative Map of Ethiopia 
Source: DPPC Early Warning Department 

 

In general, much of the focus on infrastructural development has been on 

Addis Ababa, the capital, until very recently.  The telecommunications infrastructure 

has been developed under the Ethiopian Telecommunications Corporation, the state-

owned monopoly.  Most of the telephone capacity of the country has been 

concentrated along the major roadways running north, south, and west from Addis 

Ababa, as well as along the main road towards Djibouti.  Twelve zones in the country 

had no telephone service as of 2005; most of these are in Somali and Afar Regions.  

Cell phone service was only made available outside of Addis Ababa in 2004, though 
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as of March, 2007, there were 1.2 million subscribers, compared with 882,000 fixed 

telephone subscribers.63  Internet access has also been very restricted; as recently as 

2000, the only access was via modem to the Ethiopian Telecommunication 

Corporation in Addis Ababa.  Thus, access from other parts of the country was slow, 

unreliable, and expensive, so organizations based in other regions had little or no 

Internet access.  As recently as March, 2007, there were only 31,000 Internet 

subscribers in the whole country, although in many urban centers access via Internet 

cafés is now available.64  The distribution of other infrastructure, as well as education, 

medical care, and other social services, resembles that of telecommunications and can 

be accounted for by the political and economic dominance of the highlands in modern 

Ethiopia.65   

While it is possible that Ethiopia went through considerably less political 

upheaval in the 20th century than many other African countries, it experienced a 

number of political transformations that have a bearing on understanding the current 

politics of famine early warning and response.  Indeed, famines and famine response 

have had a great deal of impact on Ethiopian politics over the last several decades.  

The fact that the country has been a major recipient of foreign aid (particularly from 

the US) has also had an effect on its internal politics.  Moreover, even though the 

                                                 
63 See the Ethiopian Telecommunications Corporation website for more information on services 
available and their extent (www.ethionet.et).   
64 When I was in Ethiopia in 1999-2000, there were a handful of Internet cafés in Addis Ababa, and 
none elsewhere. When I returned to Ethiopia in 2003-2004, the proliferation of Internet cafés in better-
off neighborhoods in Addis was striking, while in other regional capitals such as Mekelle (Tigrai), 
Nazret (Oromiya), Bahir Dar (Amhara), and Awassa (SNNPR), there were a few Internet cafés with 
somewhat reliable but expensive access.   
65 For a graphic representation of not only geographical features but also distribution of services in 

Ethiopia, see the Atlas of the Ethiopian Rural Economy produced by IFPRI and the Ethiopian Central 
Statistics Agency (IFPRI/CSA, 2006).   
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current government of Ethiopia is fairly new (established in 1994) and its ethnic 

federalism in some ways represents a departure from older forms of government, its 

success (or lack thereof) has depended in large part on pre-existing circumstances.  

The remainder of this section traces some of the key changes in the Ethiopian state 

over the last 40 years, as well as the impact of NGO and donor relations and the role 

of famine in Ethiopian politics, to inform the discussion of famine early warning in 

Ethiopia that follows.   

 Despite much propaganda to the contrary, Ethiopia has never been a unified 

state.  Modern Ethiopia came into being during the 19th century European Scramble 

for Africa, following centuries of greater and lesser centralization under an Orthodox 

Christian empire.  The consolidation of the modern state began under Emperor 

Tewodros II, a regional warlord who conquered much of the traditional nobility 

before having himself crowned “King of Kings” in 1855.   He created new 

administrative units and chose the administrators himself, breaking the power of 

many of the traditional princes and kings.  He also created the empire’s first 

professional state army. Territorial expansion continued under Yohannes IV, who 

ruled from Mekelle in the north (the capital of the current regional state of Tigray) 

and emphasized foreign policy.  He continued building and modernizing the army, 

and also sought recognition from Egypt and the European powers, but was killed in a 

battle against the Sudanese Mahdists on the western border in 1889.  His vassal 

Menelik succeeded him, and under his rule the borders of the empire expanded to 

cover the state’s current territory. Menelik I achieved recognition for Ethiopia in 
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treaties and agreements with Italy, France, Great Britain, and Sudan, following the 

military defeat of an Italian invading force at the battle of Adwa in 1896. 66   

 The outcome of this process of territorial expansion was a state encompassing 

some 80 to 100 ethnic groups speaking over 70 languages, politically dominated by 

the Showan Amharas, the highland ethnic group of Menelik and his successor, 

Emperor Haile Selassie I, who ruled from 1930 until 1974.  Under Haile Selassie, 

Amhara culture and language were “implicitly presented as the defining trait of the 

‘Ethiopian’ nationality,” when “in fact the imperial regime devoted most of its 

energies towards discouraging or destroying the culture, language and religions of 

non-Amhara ethnic groups, particularly those in the south and east of the empire” 

(Keller, 1998, p. 111, 110).  Haile Selassie presented to the outside world an image of 

a unified, modernizing Ethiopian nation-state, when the reality was much more 

fractured and contradictory.  State-led capitalist development co-existed with the 

remnants of the rural feudal order, in which peasant access to land was controlled by 

overlords.  These contradictions led to great social unrest through the 1960s, some of 

it ethnically based but some also led by students and young intellectuals who “began 

to question the legitimacy of feudalism and royal absolutism” (Keller, 2005, p. 96).  

Eritreans, Somalis and Oromos (the largest ethnic group in Ethiopia) formed 

nationalist movements and liberation fronts which seriously challenged imperial 

authority, and in Parliament remnants of the feudal aristocracy clashed with the new 

                                                 
66 For more extensive details on Ethiopian history, see Bahru Zewde’s A History of Modern Ethiopia, 

1855-1974 (1991) and Harold G. Marcus’s A History of Ethiopia, Updated Edition (2002), from which 
this sketch was taken.   
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bourgeois class over issues such as land policy and democratic reform.  By the early 

1970s, the empire was on shaky ground.67   

 Thus, the 1973-74 famine in Ethiopia was not the sole cause of the imperial 

order’s demise, but it did contribute to it significantly.  Imperial denial of the famine, 

accompanied by donor complicity, led to an estimated 200,000 famine-related deaths 

by the time the Emperor was overthrown in a military-led coup d’etat in September 

1974.  Haile Selassie’s government knew of the severity of the famine but suppressed 

information about it until the release of a BBC documentary in 1973.  According to 

Shepherd (1975), multilateral and bilateral donor agencies were mainly interested in 

maintaining good relations with the Ethiopian government and did not press the 

emperor to openly ask for assistance. Indeed, as an Ethiopian official told a UN 

representative, “If it is a choice between making this public and not receiving aid, 

then we can do without the aid” (Shepherd, 1975, p. 34).68  Official denial of the 

famine, however, “was merely the last element in the case being mounted against 

Haile Selassie’s anachronistic and growingly ineffective regime” (Keller, 1992, p. 

611).  Ironically, the emperor’s last legal document was a proclamation creating the 

Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (RRC), a government agency charged with 

responding to famine and other disasters. 

                                                 
67 For a detailed account of events leading to the Ethiopian revolution, see Edmond J. Keller’s 
Revolutionary Ethiopia: From Empire to People’s Republic (1988), as well as Donald L. Donham’s 
Marxist Modern: An Ethnographic History of the Ethiopian Revolution (1999). 
68 Haile Selassie had had good relations with the United States in particular, which he had courted in 
the 1950s to avoid becoming a de facto protectorate of Great Britain following British support of the 
imperial army. As a result, Ethiopia received over $200 million in military assistance from the US 
from 1953 onwards (Keller, 2005).   
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 Another significant impact of the 1973-74 famine was the increased activity 

of international and national NGOs in Ethiopia.  NGOs had only begun to appear in 

Ethiopia around 1960, as organizations such as the Ethiopian Red Cross and Swedish 

Save the Children attempted to fill the gap between the Emperor’s modernization 

efforts and the actual living conditions of the people. During the famine, NGO 

activity came to be more organized.  International organizations played a major part 

in relief efforts, but national organizations also took on significant roles.  The 

Christian Relief and Development Association (CRDA), an NGO umbrella 

organization, was founded in 1973 as the Ethiopian government sought assistance 

from church agencies (CRDA, 2001, p. 1).  This marked the first formal cooperation 

between the government and the NGO sector (Clark, 2000).  However, the 

government’s efforts to address the famine were insufficient to save it. 

 The new government, calling itself the Derg (Amharic for “committee”), did 

not espouse a particular ideology, but rather claimed to be motivated by patriotism, 

employing the motto “Ethiopia First.”  However, by 1976, the Derg, headed by 

Mengistu Haile Mariam, formally declared that it was following a program of 

“scientific socialism” in which the population would be organized based on economic 

or social roles and positions, rather than ethnicity.  In 1977, the Derg severed its 

relations with the United States and began to receive assistance from the Soviet 

Union and other Communist allies. The 1987 constitution, resembling a combination 

of the Soviet and Romanian Marxist-Leninist constitutions, established an elected 

national assembly, which in turn reorganized the administrative units of the state into 

24 regions and five autonomous regions (Eritrea, Assab, Dire Dawa, Tigray, and the 
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Ogaden), in an effort to reduce persistent nationalist tensions. Nationalist movements, 

such as the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), Eritrean People’s Liberation 

Front (EPLF), and Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) responded negatively to this move 

and began coordinating attacks against the Ethiopian army.   

Famine played a role in the ultimate demise of the Mengistu government, as it 

had with the previous imperial order.  Mengistu had not learned the lesson of his own 

success (that famine could facilitate a coup d’etat), and initially followed the same 

policy of denial of famine as the preceding government, because he wanted to show 

the world that famine had been eliminated through the new socialist policies.69  After 

the 1974 revolution, the new government made famine a political crime; according to 

Kissi, “officials in the revolutionary government and the state relief organization, the 

Relief and Rehabilitation Commission, lived in great fear of being liquidated if there 

was the slightest sign of famine in the new Ethiopia” (2005, p. 113).  RRC’s activities 

in general and requests for food aid in particular were not approved of by the 

Ethiopian government, as they “clashed with the efforts of the revolutionary 

government to conceal the fact that famine continued in Ethiopia, despite the 

overthrow of Emperor Haile Selassie’s government for failing to eradicate famine in 

the country” (p. 114).   

                                                 
69 Of course, denials of crisis have occurred in many other countries as well; examples include the 
denial of AIDS in countries such as Egypt (Altman, 2006), as well as the Chinese government’s 
official denial of SARS, which caused the epidemic to become more serious than it might have been 
had it been openly acknowledged and contained (Fidler, 2004).  Briggs (2003) describes how the 
government of Venezuela, out of a desire to appear modern and distance itself from a “Third World” 
disease associated with poverty and filth, initially denied the presence of cholera, thus exacerbating 
rather than mitigating an epidemic of the disease in 1992.  These denials often have to do with a 
government wanting to present a certain image to the international community and/or its own citizens.   
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Ironically, the Derg was willing to use famine as a weapon of war against the 

various opposition movements. The Derg followed what Keller refers to as a 

“scorched earth policy” in its war against the TPLF, intending to disrupt agricultural 

production in order to gain control of the region of Tigray, destroying cropland 

through troop movements, incendiary bombs, and napalm (1992, p. 614).  The Derg 

also tried to control tightly food aid and humanitarian access in order to weaken the 

opposition, and in response the EPLF targeted aid shipments arriving through Eritrean 

ports. On top of this, the Derg pursued its socialist development strategy, 

characterized by the development of extremely inefficient state farms, which did little 

to improve agricultural production.  At the height of the famine, the Derg commenced 

massive programs of resettlement and villagization aimed in part at disrupting the 

popular base of the resistance movement by relocating hundreds of thousands of 

people from famine-stricken areas in northern Ethiopia (Clay et al., 1988).  Indeed, 

many of these people were removed directly from feeding centers and transported to 

areas that were not able to handle the influx of people (Keller, 1992).70 Pursuit of 

these policies temporarily enabled the Derg to control civil unrest in parts of the 

country, but the long term effect was fatal for their government.  As Mengistu tried to 

tighten his grip, the various resistance movements began to work together, 

coordinating their attacks. Ultimately, the TPLF merged with the predominantly 

Amhara Ethiopian People’s Democratic Movement to form the Ethiopian People’s 

                                                 
70 The death toll from resettlement alone was at least 50,000; some studies claim as many as 100,000 
people died (Clay et al., 1988). 
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Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), which ousted the Mengistu government in 

April 1991 and continues to be the ruling party.   

 The 1984-85 famine also had a profound effect on the nongovernmental sector 

in Ethiopia, with repercussions lasting to this day.  The Derg government actively 

suppressed the budding NGO sector because they considered it a reflection of 

Western values and prosperity, as well as a threat to state authority (Clark, 2000).  

However, the massive scale of the 1984-85 famine and the international response it 

triggered made it nearly impossible for the government to continue to do so.  The fact 

that much of the famine was taking place in areas not controlled by the government 

led to a bifurcation of the sector along the lines of the civil war.  

Within government controlled (Derg) sections of the country during 
the 1984-85 famine, relief operations were basically the province of 
large and resource-rich international NGOs (some working in 
collaboration with local church-affiliated entities) and United Nations 
relief agencies.  Local NGOs were decidedly junior partners in these 
operations.  On the other side of the lines of control, however, the 
humanitarian wings of the rebel movements were for all practical 
purposes the only relief agencies operating. (Clark 2000, 5) 71   

 

Thus, while the government-held areas received 90 percent of the humanitarian aid 

(Clay, 1991), the rebel-held areas were served by local organizations whose political 

legitimacy rested on their accountability to the people, thus requiring them to develop 

participatory methods of assessing need, distributing aid, and performing public 

                                                 
71 See Duffield and Prendergast (1994) for an account of the cross-border intervention into the “rebel-
held” areas coordinated from Sudan by the Emergency Relief Desk, a consortium of mainly European 
Protestant church agencies.   
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works (Cliffe and Luckham 2000).72 The general pattern that emerged was thus one 

of “decentralized and participatory organizations in Eritrea and Tigray compared to 

centralized and non-participatory systems in Ethiopia” (Duffield and Prendergast 

1994, 170). 

The influx of international NGOs caused problems for the Relief and 

Rehabilitation Commission (RRC).  Aid agencies sought for the most part to work 

with the government, as did international NGOs dependent on donor funding. The 

European Community particularly felt bound by Article 137 of Lome II, one of the 

conventions governing economic relations between the EC and African, Caribbean, 

and Pacific signatories, which specified that emergency aid be given with the 

permission of the recipient government (Duffield and Prendergast, 1994).  USAID, on 

the other hand, viewed the liberation fronts with suspicion because of their Marxist 

leanings (Clay, 1991).   However, relations with the Derg government were not 

smooth, and the RRC was caught in the tensions between the state on the one side and 

donors and international organizations on the other.  Dawit Wolde Giorgis, the 

Commissioner of the RRC during the famine, writes in his account of it: 

The RRC's main concern was to strengthen local ability and enable 
each community to cope with hardship on its own.  The RRC also had 
to assert its control and leadership over the entire relief operation and 
rehabilitation program.  But most of the [international] voluntary 
agencies had only limited objectives.  They offered aid as they saw fit, 
according to their own information and interests.  Most of them tended 
to forget that they were operating in a foreign country under a 
sovereign government with its own rules and regulations.  They also 
tended to forget that there were other men and women in Ethiopia 
more knowledgeable and experienced than any of them.  This 

                                                 
72 One of these organizations, the Relief Society of Tigray (REST) is now one of the largest indigenous 
NGOs in Africa. 
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condescending attitude was especially prevalent among more recent 
arrivals.  Far too many of them came to us with a self-righteous 
attitude that made working with them a highly irritating experience.  
Most of them meant well, but a bit more humility would have gone a 
long way. (1989, pp. 239-240) 

 

Part of the problem, apparently, was that as the famine grew worse, many of the 

organizations that had been working in Ethiopia all along replaced their staff with 

outsiders who had more experience in famine relief in other countries; they were thus 

unfamiliar with the local conditions (Ibid.).  The RRC served as the main liaison 

between the government and international organizations during this crisis and 

following it.  The kinds of tensions that Wolde Giorgis alludes to between RRC staff 

and expatriate aid workers have improved considerably since 1984, but certain 

patterns of interaction established during that time have persisted, including efforts by 

the Ethiopian government, through the RRC (and later DPPC) to maintain control 

over relief requests and delivery, as well as international aid agency personnel’s 

frustration over these efforts at control. 

From the international NGO side, both the Derg government and the RRC 

were viewed as a hindrance to relief and subsequent development efforts.  The 

director of World Vision’s Relief and Development branch at the time recalls: 

There were very many occasions where the Mengistu regime 
obstructed the relief response.  They would delay arrival of ships to the 
port of Assab... sometimes keeping ships with life-saving food on 
board holding in the Red Sea for weeks at a time.  They also refused to 
allow us access to certain geographic areas where there was known to 
be serious famine.  This resulted in huge movements of people from 
these areas to others where they could gain access to food and health 
resources.  This in fact resulted in the deaths of thousands of 
Ethiopians who would not have died had the NGOs been allowed 
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access to these areas.  Also, many truck convoys and air shipments of 
food and medicines were delayed substantially until an RRC "minder" 
could be found to join the convoy or flight...also leading to the delay 
of much needed resources to these areas. 

 

According to the director, the World Vision staff learned to speak in code around the 

required RRC “minders” (essentially considered to be government watchdogs) so that 

they could take what they considered to be life-saving shortcuts through the 

bureaucratic morass that the Ethiopian government required them to negotiate.  They 

also brought in their own vehicles for transport and their own warehouses for storage 

rather than making use of what was locally available, again to minimize the risk of 

government interference with their operations.73   

While international NGOs no longer feel the need to resort to such measures 

to circumvent the DPPC and the Ethiopian government, ultimately, the nature of 

NGO involvement in the 1984-85 famine can be seen as having a fundamental impact 

on current NGO activities in Ethiopia, as well as on the sector’s relationship with the 

government and with international donors.  The dominance of international actors 

persists, and the historical mistrust between international NGOs and the government 

has had an effect on the small but growing national NGO sector’s development as 

well, as the latter is still forced to struggle for the recognition and confidence of the 

government and the general public, as well as the international donor community.   

The EPRDF came into power promising to establish a democratic government 

that would not be dominated by any particular ethnic group.  As Keller points out, 

                                                 
73 Much of the Ethiopian truck fleet came to be dedicated to the government’s resettlement program, 
rather than famine relief, and thus was unavailable for use (Clay 1991, 152). 
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“the EPRDF initially attempted to present the public image that it had the political 

will to effectively reconstitute the Ethiopian state, but it demonstrated that the 

autocratic tendencies of the revolutionary movement that it had been continued to 

predominate in the thinking of the EPRDF leadership” (1998, p. 113).  Thus, the 

ruling coalition that formed during the transitional period excluded many political 

groups and did not engage in genuine power-sharing.  The resulting government, 

which officially took power 1994, can be characterized as a “pseudo-democracy” – it 

has some of the trappings of democracy, such as universal suffrage, political parties, 

and periodic elections, but in reality works “very much like a centralized, unitary 

state, with most power residing at the political center” (Keller and Smith, 2005, p. 

267).   

The ruling coalition settled on ethnic federalism, with regional boundaries 

drawn somewhat along ethnic lines, “to attempt both to reduce ethnoregional 

inequalities and to provide an enabling environment for democracy” (Keller and 

Smith, 2005, p. 266).74  Following Alfred Stepan’s categorization, Keller 

characterizes Ethiopia as a “putting together” federation, “based upon the ruling 

EPRDF working through ethnically based elites and parties that are beholden to it” 

(Keller 2005, p. 105).75  In the constitution that came into effect in August, 1995, 

                                                 
74 Five of the nine regional states have dominant ethnic groups (Afar, Amhara, Oromiya, Somalia, and 
Tigray), though they also have ethnic minorities, and the other four regions (Benishangul/Gumuz, 
Harari, Gambella, and the Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples Region) are multi-ethnic with 
no one dominant group. 
75 According to Stepan (2001), a “putting together” federation is established from above by a ruling 
group, usually through some sort of coercion.  A “coming together” federation, on the other hand, 
involves states agreeing to join together for mutual benefit, while a “holding together” federation 
involves a consensual decision to preserve a unitary state by establishing a multiethnic federal system.  
The latter is what the EPRDF claimed for Ethiopia, but Keller’s analysis reveals that the decision was 
far from consensual.   
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states were granted the right to self-determination up to and including secession, but 

Keller maintains that “the EPRDF’s conception of the right to self-determination for 

constituent states is much closer to that of Stalin than anything else.  The regime 

seems to hold that ethnic states have the right to self-determination but not the right to 

exercise that right” (Keller, 1998, p. 114).  Despite the fact that authority in Ethiopia 

is supposed to be devolved down to the woreda level, very little decentralization has 

in fact occurred below the level of the regional state (Figure 3.2 shows the 

administrative levels of the Ethiopian government).76 

Federal Level 
↓ 

Regional State 
↓ 

Zone 
↓ 

Woreda (district) 
↓ 

Kebelle (Peasant Authority) 
 
 

Figure 3.2:  The Administrative Hierarchy of the Federal Democratic Government of 
Ethiopia 

 

Under the federal constitution, states can have their own constitutions, official 

languages, police forces, and administrative systems, and they can collect certain 

taxes.  However, the bulk of state funding comes in the form of block grants from the 

federal government, and state expenditures are centrally monitored and controlled.  

This form of revenue sharing was intended to reduce the uneven development that is 

evident among the regional states, and taxes collected at the center are distributed to 

                                                 
76 Devolution down to the woreda level emerged as official policy following national discussions in 
2002 that were intended to address continued problems with the federal system (Keller, 2005).   
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the regions “according to a formula that seeks to compensate for these disparities and 

differences among regions” (Keller and Smith, 2005, p. 273).  Some states are unable 

to generate much in the way of their own revenues, and even though they 

theoretically have the authority to spend according to their own development plans, 

the combination of heavy reliance on federal funding and the predominance of 

EPRDF cadres at the regional and zonal level administration ensure that the EPRDF’s 

own Five Year Plan sets the states’ budgetary agenda.   

Other reasons Keller offers for the continued centralization of Ethiopian 

authority include the underdeveloped state of the private sector, which is virtually 

nonexistent in some regions; the shortage of administrative capacity (they may get the 

money, but lack the administrative personnel to spend it); lack of understanding of 

how federalism works at the regional and local levels (it is a new system of 

government); dependence on donor assistance (which is tightly controlled from the 

center, subtracted from revenue-sharing allocations, and often has strings attached as 

well as a heavy reporting burden); and the increase of official corruption which is 

thus far only sporadically controlled by the state (2005, pp. 111-114).  Of these, the 

lack of administrative capacity is particularly relevant for famine early warning, as 

the government continues to follow its policy of devolved federalism, which is meant 

to empower the people by placing the sites of governmental decision-making closer to 

them.  As Keller points out, devolved federalism in a country as poor and divided as 

Ethiopia is risky, as “poverty and weak, uncoordinated administrative institutions 

have generally proven to be anathema to the successful implementation of devolved 

federalism” (2005, p. 108).   
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Devolved federalism is also expensive, as administrative structures have to be 

replicated at regional, zonal, woreda, and sub-woreda levels. “In order to meet staff 

needs, regional bureaucracies must either employ individuals who may not be 

qualified for the positions they hold, or force skilled bureaucrats to underutilize their 

talents” (Keller, 2005, p. 113).  Indeed, even at the regional level, staff must be 

imported from other parts of the country, particularly in the poorer regions.  For 

example, the staff of the regional Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Bureau in 

Afar were all from other parts of Ethiopia, as were subregional staff, and the woredas 

sometimes lacked DPPC staff entirely.  The assessment of Afar region that I 

participated in during the Fall of 2003 was carried out without any Afar participation 

on the assessment team.  Other regions that substantially lack administrative capacity 

are Somali, Gambella, and Benishangul/Gumuz.  In order to remedy the lack of 

capacity at regional levels and below, the federal government engages in capacity 

building, but as Keller and Smith point out, support available for this is limited 

compared with the tasks the regional states are asked to carry out, and state efficiency 

has not improved (2005, p. 277).  Indeed, capacity building workshops held by the 

DPPC during 2003-2004 were for regional staff, and the training needs of sub-

regional staff were not yet being considered.  Many woreda level offices lacked any 

sort of specialized or trained staff at all. 

Also very relevant for famine early warning is the issue of dependency on 

donor assistance, and its tendency to support “the strong hand of the center” (Keller 

and Smith, 2005, p. 277).  Any donor funding that reaches regional and sub-regional 

DPPC offices does so through the Federal DPPC in Addis Ababa.  Moreover, donor 
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support of the federal DPPC and its capacity building functions essentially guarantees 

that there will be little ability for regional and sub-regional offices to develop their 

own early warning capacities aside from federal efforts.  As the next sections of the 

chapter will show, the organization of the DPPC mirrors that of the Ethiopian 

government generally, with very strong control retained at the center despite much 

talk of building capacity and devolving authority to the regions and, more recently, 

down to the woreda level.  With the exception of the early warning system in Somali 

Regional State, which for idiosyncratic reasons came to be developed by the NGO 

Save the Children-UK, other regional early warning departments follow very closely 

the leader of the federal early warning department, which attempts to maintain control 

over the production of early warning information.   

Conditions for the nongovernmental sector improved somewhat under the 

EPRDF government.  The emphasis on relief activities by international and national 

NGOs continued as the transition to the new government began. New local NGOs 

began to emerge, though they “functioned mostly in the wake of savvy international 

relief groups who had been waging war-like efforts against famine and massive 

population dislocation for almost 20 years” (Clark, 2000, p. 5).  These new NGOs, 

although more often than not staffed by earnest men and women, lacked the training 

and experience necessary to effectively address the needs of the nation.  Donors 

continued to favor international NGOs because of this, and efforts to induce the 

international NGOs to engage in building the capacity of their local counterparts did 

not succeed (ibid.).  
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At the beginning of the transitional period, the national NGO sector “suffered 

from divisions along social, political, and ethnic lines and encouraged a perception of 

NGOs as extraneous to the daunting development agenda facing the nation” (Clark, 

2000, p. 6).   The new government stepped in, but rather than trying to repress the 

entire sector, as the Derg had, it used a restructured registration process to squeeze 

out those NGOs it considered questionable. Apparently, advocacy groups fell into this 

category, as such organizations as the Ethiopian Human Rights Council were denied 

registration status (ibid.).  The new government wanted to encourage NGO activities 

relevant to a new national development agenda.  Through the 1995 Guidelines for 

NGO Operations, the government began to attempt to steer NGO efforts away from 

relief, which it believed would lead to dependency, and towards its long-term 

development objectives (ibid.).   

The NGO community itself responded to this change in government emphasis 

with their own attempts to coordinate their efforts.  Umbrella groups such as CRDA, 

the Inter-African Group (IAG), the Society for Participatory Development in Ethiopia 

(SPADE), and the now-defunct Consortium of Ethiopian Voluntary Organizations 

(CEVO) began to organize workshops to address the role that NGOs should have in 

building the new Ethiopia.  Between 1997 and 1998, these groups developed a Code 

of Conduct for NGOs in Ethiopia, a self-regulating instrument intended to improve 

relations between the NGO sector, the government, and the private sector (CRDA, 

2001).  In the meanwhile, the number of NGOs in Ethiopia has grown dramatically.  

CRDA alone eventually increased its original membership of 13 to 185 NGOs, and 
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there are over 300 national and international NGOs registered in Ethiopia currently; 

more than half of these are indigenous (ibid.).  

International NGOs still dominate the scene in Ethiopia in terms of funding 

available; recent figures published by the CRDA indicate that from 1996-2000, 

international NGOs spent approximately 3.15 billion Birr,77 while indigenous NGOs 

spent about 830 million Birr (CRDA, 2001, p. 14). Ethiopian NGOs are entirely 

dependent upon overseas donors or sponsors.  There is little local financial support 

for NGOs, and the private sector lacks the means to make substantial contributions.  

The lack of funds has created intense competition among organizations, which 

weakens the sector’s cohesion, and has fostered an atmosphere of general suspicion 

of the motives of others (Clark, 2000, p. 14).  This interferes with the sort of 

coordination needed among the NGO sector to have the kind of impact on national 

economic development that it imagines for itself.  Likewise, the international donors 

upon whom the NGOs depend have not been consistent in their support of national 

NGOs, tending to give project-specific support rather than funding for capacity 

building and strategic planning (ibid.).  Interestingly, because of the continued 

dominance of international NGOs, the bulk of NGO activity is carried out in rural 

areas, focusing on health and integrated rural development, while most indigenous 

NGOs are urban-based (Clark, 2000).78  This reflects the NGO sector’s origins in 

famine relief, where the bulk of the targeted populations were in rural areas, as well 

                                                 
77 The Ethiopian currency.  In 2004, there were around 8 Birr to the U.S. dollar. 
78 Many national NGOs are run by urban, educated, well-to-do Ethiopians, which could explain their 
prevalence in urban areas. 
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as the government’s policy of Agricultural Development-led Industrialization, which 

recognizes that 85 percent of the population are peasant farmers.    

This is the political terrain in which famine early warning systems have 

developed and are operating within Ethiopia. The state has not escaped its 

authoritarian history, despite more recent efforts to appear democratic, and most 

government functions remain centrally controlled, despite a decentralization policy 

that is intended to bring government closer to the people.  International donors have 

played a major role in financing the state, a role which has been greatly enhanced by 

the need for massive relief operations at several points in Ethiopia’s recent history, 

which the state has attempted to control.  These massive relief operations have also 

shaped the contours of the nongovernmental sector, which is dominated by 

international NGOs with donor financing.  It is perhaps not a coincidence that the 

creation of the first famine early warning system in Ethiopia followed a major famine 

and the demise of an imperial government, as well as an influx of international 

organizations and the emergence of a nongovernmental sector.  Certainly, ever since, 

early warning systems have been thoroughly embroiled in the complex interactions 

between state, donor, and NGO actors.   As we will see throughout the rest of this 

study, although early warning is often described as a technical activity aimed at 

saving lives, it is at the same time a political activity aimed at marshalling the 

attention and resources of different types of organizations whose imperatives are 

often at odds with each other.    
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Early Warning in Ethiopia:  History, Systems and Organizations 

 

 Numerous organizations have been involved in famine early warning in 

Ethiopia beginning in the mid-1970s.  This section presents some of the major players 

among these organizations and their early warning activities:  the Disaster Prevention 

and Preparedness Commission Early Warning Department, USAID’s FEWS NET, 

Save the Children UK, and the World Food Programme’s Vulnerability Assessment 

and Mapping Unit, as well as the Early Warning Working Group, an informal body 

chaired by the DPPC and coordinating early warning activity in the country.  These 

organizations are certainly not the only important contributors to famine early 

warning in the country, but they have had consistent, significant roles in determining 

how early warning has been carried out and have played active roles in discussions on 

methodology.   The four organizations also represent the range of actors involved in 

famine early warning: government, donor, NGO, and UN.  The section thus presents 

not only the actors and how they contribute to early warning but also the range of 

institutional interests that shape famine early warning policies and practices in 

Ethiopia. 

 

The Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Commission and its Early Warning 

Department 

 

 Ethiopia’s DPPC originated as the Relief and Rehabilitation Commission 

(RRC), established in August 1974.  “The founding papers of the RRC [stated] that 
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‘whereas the recent drought and other natural disasters in our country have 

occasioned hardship in Our beloved people’ the commission was mandated ‘to 

identify and make known the problems and their degree in the areas of the country 

that are affected by natural disaster…to take or cause to be taken short- and/or long-

term measures to solve these problems’” (Wolde Giorgis, 1989, p. 121).  The agency 

was granted the legal authority to request and receive assistance from domestic and 

foreign sources in dealing with wide-ranging disaster relief, rehabilitation, and 

prevention.  This has generally remained the DPPC’s mandate as well.  The DPPC 

was established in 1995 by government proclamation, replacing the RRC as the 

government’s humanitarian agency.   This occurred during the consolidation of the 

new government of Ethiopia, following the overthrow of President Mengistu Haile 

Mariam’s socialist government in 1991.   

 In 1993, the Transition Government of Ethiopia issued a number of new 

policies, among them the National Policy on Disaster Prevention and Management. 

This document laid out the objectives and basic principles and procedures for disaster 

prevention and management for the country.  The new policy was significant for a 

number of reasons: chiefly, it sought to decentralize relief efforts; it placed new 

emphasis on disaster prevention rather than relief for its own sake; and it sought to 

link relief efforts to local and national economic development.  It established the 

National Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Committee (NDPPC), with the Prime 

Minister as Chair and the RRC Commissioner as Secretary (see Table 3.1). This 

committee was ultimately responsible for declaring disasters and authorizing 

responses, acts over which the prime minister has ultimate control.  The RRC served 
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as the “focal point for all matters pertaining to relief” and also houses the National 

Committee for Early Warning (Government of Ethiopia, 1993, pp. 12-13).   

 

Table 3.1:  National Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Committee Members 

Prime Minister Chairman 

Minister of Agriculture Member 

Minister of Finance Member 

Minister of Health Member 

Minister of Defense Member 

Minister of Planning and Economic 

Development 

Member 

Minister of External Economic 

Cooperation 

Member 

Chairs of Regional Councils Members 

Commissioner of RRC Member and Secretary 

Other agencies as deemed necessary by the 

committee 

 

 

In keeping with the new government’s emphasis on decentralization and 

regional control of resources, the policy designated the Regional Disaster Prevention 

and Preparedness Committees as responsible for “the overall control and direction of 

relief operations at regional levels” (Government of Ethiopia, 1993, p. 13).  Likewise, 

committees were established at zonal and woreda levels, to have similar structures 

and functions as the regional committees.  Each committee would report to the one 
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above it in the administrative hierarchy, but the idea was to devolve responsibility for 

dealing with local problems to the local level.  One of the objectives of the new 

policy was that “relief effort[s] shall reinforce the capabilities of the affected areas 

and population, and promote self-reliance” (p. 4).   In fact, the policy strongly 

emphasized the local role in relief and response planning; one of the basic principles 

was that “the community shall play the leading role in the planning, programming, 

implementation, and evaluation of all relief projects, and Line Department role[s] in 

this regard would be subservient to this” (p. 6).  Moreover, while national disasters 

could only be declared by the national committee, following “convincing and 

complete socio-economic reports from regional councils and the National Early 

Warning System,” the policy specified that regional and local authorities need not 

wait for such a declaration to take action: “Having regard to the general policies of 

the Government, relief operation may commence with the available local resources 

before a formal declaration, if the state of distress warrants immediate intervention” 

(pp. 6-7).79  This emphasis on decentralized planning and response was an outcome of 

the new government’s desire to avoid the highly centralized control of the prior 

government, at least in appearance.  It would have major ramifications not only for 

relief activities, but also for the structure and operation of the national early warning 

system. 

The national early warning system itself had been initiated in 1977 with donor 

funding (Early Warning Department, 2000).  Following the 1974 famine, an Inter-

                                                 
79 However, as we saw previously in the chapter, the regions, zones, and woredas generally lack the 
resources to engage in their own disaster response activities, except on a very limited scale.   
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Ministerial Technical Working Group was formed to design a system for monitoring 

food supply and nutrition; this recommendation led to the establishment of the early 

warning system under the auspices of the RRC (Olkeba et al., 1995, p. 2).  The 

system has developed to include early warning, monitoring and needs assessment.  It 

was initially a service within the RRC, coupled with the planning department; the 

Early Warning and Planning Department as a whole was responsible for planning, 

programming, and budget coordination for the whole commission, as well as project 

formulation and appraisal.  Over time, many of these other functions were moved to 

the Policy and Planning and Programme Department, and Early Warning became a 

separate department within the commission, as early warning became more of an 

independent focus.  Initially, the system was highly centralized, with all data 

collection, analysis, and reporting occurring in the federal office in Addis Ababa.  

Most of the data were actually obtained from relevant line departments, such as the 

Ministry of Agriculture, the Central Statistics Office, and the National Meteorological 

Services Agency, rather than the RRC itself.  However, this centralized approach 

began to change with the overthrow of the Mengistu government, particularly with 

the introduction of the transitional government’s disaster management policy. 

In 1995, the General Guidelines for the Implementation of the National Policy 

on Disaster Prevention and Management were published.  Chapter One of the 

document was on the operation of the national early warning system, indicating the 

importance of early warning to the new policy.  During that same year, the RRC 

officially became the Disaster Prevention and Preparedness Commission.  The reason 

for the name change, as well as the emphasis on early warning (and hence 
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prevention), was because of the national policy of the transitional government.  The 

guidelines opened by stating: 

The Transitional Government of Ethiopia, as part of its effort to 
address the root causes of the prevailing vulnerabilities to drought and 
famine in the country, has issued a policy on Disaster Prevention and 
Management.  The policy reflects a major departure from past relief 
activities: whereas in the past, relief was an end by itself and was 
confined to the distribution of food and related items, in the new 
policy it will be used as a means for enhancing developmental 
programs that help reduce vulnerabilities. (Government of Ethiopia, 
1995, p. i) 
 

The transitional government clearly sought to distance itself from the perceived food 

aid dependency of the Mengistu government.  However, it also openly espoused 

linking relief to development and eventually achieving self-sufficiency.  This had 

been one of the claimed objectives of the RRC under Mengistu, which had tried to 

compensate for the lack of development assistance for the socialist country by 

maximizing food aid requests.80 Because of the rigid distinction between famine relief 

and development assistance and the general reluctance of western nations to 

contribute development assistance to socialist countries, the RRC had had to disguise 

its efforts to obtain development assistance as requests for relief aid.  This increased 

US distrust of Ethiopian requests for aid, as the US had no intention of funding 

development (Kissi, 2005).   

Thus, part of the change in policy under the transitional government was an 

effort to distance itself from the perceived subterfuge of the Mengistu government.  

                                                 
80 Kissi (2005) points out that the US policy against providing Ethiopia with development assistance 
that had prevailed under the Carter administration and into the early part of the Reagan administration 
had reversed somewhat in 1985, following the peak of the 1984 crisis, with the African Famine Relief 
and Recovery Act of May 1985.  This act gave USAID and American NGOs “great latitude to use 
American famine-relief aid for long-term agricultural development in Ethiopia” (p. 127).   
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Also, the policy to link famine relief to long-term development priorities was no 

doubt enabled by the relief-to-development continuum thinking that emerged in the 

1990s (as discussed in Chapter Two).  While the new goal was to reduce the 

population’s vulnerability to famine and other disasters through long-term measures, 

as Linda Stephen (2003) points out, the government frequently acted in ways that 

were contradictory to the spirit of solving the problem of vulnerability.  For example, 

the primary mechanism for linking relief to development established by the policy 

was employment generation schemes (EGS), in which able-bodied disaster victims 

would be required to work for their aid on community development projects such as 

road-building and terracing.  This was intended as a targeting mechanism to 

discourage people from seeking assistance, but in fact ended up making targeting less 

effective because decisions were not made at the community level.  Therefore, the 

national disaster management policy “upheld the right of vulnerable people to 

participate in alleviating vulnerability but actually expected government to assume 

that responsibility” (Stephen, 2003, p. 23). 

 The national early warning system was described in the guidelines as “the 

cornerstone of the Policy on Disaster Prevention and Management” (Government of 

Ethiopia, 1995, p. 1).  Like disaster management generally, the early warning system 

would have both short and long-term goals. 

The immediate objective of the program is to monitor the likely 
occurrence of disasters through time, identify potential threats as early 
as possible, and advise all concerned about their likely magnitudes.  
The latter will include identifying causes and consequences of the 
disaster, areas and population groups at risk, numbers of people likely 
to need support, and amount and duration of assistance required.  In 
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the long run, NEWS data could be used to assess vulnerabilities to 
disasters, and plan appropriate developmental programs. (ibid.).   

 

The long-term goals would support the mandate from the national policy to ultimately 

tie all disaster relief into long-term national development objectives leading to 

economic self-sufficiency. 81  

 The early warning system developed through the DPPC is indicator-based; 

that is, it collects data on specific indicators, following them through time to try to 

anticipate downwards trends in food supply that could have a negative impact on the 

population. Indicators for not only crop and livestock production but also production 

impact and food shortage are monitored, as the policy officially recognizes that 

production shortfalls don’t necessarily lead to serious food shortages.  Production 

impact data include assessments of alternative sources of food (old stocks, cash from 

livestock sales or labor, migration).  Food shortage data include rising malnutrition, 

sale of productive assets (such as plow oxen or farm equipment), and unusual 

migrations, among others (Government of Ethiopia, 1995, p. 2).   

 The early warning system recognizes three major food supply systems in 

Ethiopia: crop dependent, livestock dependent, and market dependent.82  Specific 

indicators were formulated for the first two, which comprise the bulk of the rural 

                                                 
81 This tying of disaster relief to long-term goals has parallels in other arguments concerning the need 
for public goods.  For example, it is difficult to use the public good argument alone to justify building 
infrastructure, so such efforts are often justified on the basis of national competitiveness.  The same 
goes for biodiversity; one of the main arguments for biodiversity preservation is not for its own sake, 
but that crop losses would have dire economic consequences for us in the future (Geoffrey Bowker, 
personal communication, April 2008).   
82 According to the Early Warning System guidelines, the crop dependent system accounts for 75% of 
the population, while the livestock dependent system is 10-15%, and the market dependent system is 
around 10-15%, including both urban dwellers and cash croppers (Olkeba et al., 1995, p. 4).   
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population.  Market dependent indicators were not developed because “this section of 

the population are less vulnerable to food shortage.  It has cash income and is fed by a 

number of sources, the surplus-producing rural population, state and private farms, 

and imports.  As a result, the market dependent section of the population has not been 

the concern of the Early Warning Sytem” (Olkeba et al., 1995, p. 8). The indicators 

associated with the other two systems are shown in Table 3.2.  These indicators are 

used nationwide, despite the considerable variation that exists within agricultural, 

agro-pastoral and pastoral communities.  No set of indicators for urban food security 

has yet been developed; indeed, urban food insecurity has not been extensively 

addressed in Ethiopia, and famine has been constructed as a rural phenomenon.83 

The indicators are monitored at the woreda level, where DPP Desk heads 

(where they exist; otherwise Agriculture or Health Bureau staff) collect information 

from local sources according to standardized monitoring formats, which are then sent 

to the regional and federal offices for compilation and analysis.  The computerized 

part of the monitoring system – a Microsoft Access database – never became fully 

operational, but the monitoring formats are collected on a monthly basis.  The results 

are collated by hand and entered into a spreadsheet as well as the non-functional 

database.  The explanation the Early Warning Department head gave me for not using 

the database was that there was a bug such that when an attempt was made to analyze 

the data, it always started from the beginning rather than from the time of last 

analysis, which required too much time and computer power.  To my knowledge, this 

                                                 
83 There are very few studies in Africa generally of urban food insecurity.  One exception is an urban 
vulnerability assessment of Harare conducted by FEWS NET (FEWS NET, 2001).   
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problem has not been solved; indeed, when I was introduced to the department head 

as a “communications expert,” one of the tasks he thought I might be able to help 

with was fixing the database. 

 

Table 3.2:  Indicators Monitored in the National Early Warning System  
by Major Food Supply System 

  

Crop Dependent  Livestock Dependent  

Climatic data (rainfall) Rainfall 

Crop performance Water availability 

Input supply (e.g. fertilizer) Pasture conditions 

Livestock performance84 Livestock production 

Market performance Crop production (where 
relevant)85 

Other income-generating 
activities 

Market performance 

Other sources of food (e.g. 
wild food) 

Other income-generating 
activities 

Health, nutrition Unusual migration86 

Education Health, nutrition 

 

 

The monitoring system also includes weekly phone calls to the regional 

offices (responsible for collecting information from the zonal and woreda offices). 

                                                 
84 Livestock performance is important to farmers because many farmers keep livestock to supplement 
their food production.  Further, traditional highland agriculture involves ox-drawn plows, so healthy 
oxen are important for agricultural production. 
85 Some areas of Ethiopia are mixed agro-pastoralist, and pastoralists living adjacent to cropping areas 
often sell their livestock for grain, so crop production can also be relevant for the livestock dependent 
system. 
86 Many pastoralists follow regular migration patterns.  Early migration, prolonged migration, and 
migration to areas off the usual routes can all be signs of a crisis or developing crisis. 
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The Early Warning Department issues monthly bulletins (often up to six weeks after 

the end of the month) to other government agencies, UN organizations, donor 

agencies, and NGOs.  It also issues emergency alerts after it is notified of a crisis by 

one of the regional offices and sends out a team to investigate.  

 The current official needs assessment methodology was developed after a 

1996 WFP/DPPC needs assessment workshop.  The DPPC and other organizations 

openly recognize it as “subjective” and “qualitative,” in that it relies on impressions 

of assessment teams and local officials regarding whether the number of relief 

recipients a particular woreda currently has will need to go up or down during the 

coming season, usually defined as six months.  Beneficiary figures are literally 

negotiated between assessment teams and woreda officials at woreda offices.  The 

main output of the assessment is these beneficiary numbers, which are then 

aggregated at the zonal, regional, and federal levels and translated into a quantity of 

food aid through a standardized formula: each person requiring food aid receives 15 

kilograms of grain a month (meant to provide 1900 kcal per person per day).  The 

needs assessment process is very resource-intensive and time-consuming, requiring as 

many as 22 teams of four or five members each to drive around different parts of the 

country for a period of two to three weeks, followed by up to a week of report writing 

and compilation.  The teams that carry out needs assessments are led and coordinated 

by the DPPC, but contain participants from numerous other organizations, including 

those represented in the Early Warning Working Group.  Therefore, the process is 

referred to as the multi-agency emergency needs assessment; donors consider it to be 

open and transparent because members of other agencies participate.  This is its main 
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claim to legitimacy, as many donor and aid agency representatives, not to mention 

early warning practitioners themselves, consider the methodology to be seriously 

flawed.87   

The “traditional methodology,” as it is usually called, consists of a set of 

questionnaires (one for agricultural areas and one for agro-pastoral and pastoral areas) 

covering rainfall; water availability; crop and livestock conditions; income sources 

and market conditions; human health; food aid delivery; and food security outlook for 

the coming months.  These items are assessed according to a qualitative ratings scale, 

ranging from 1 (much below normal) to 5 (much above normal).  These 

questionnaires are administered at regional, zonal, and woreda level, to the Early 

Warning Committees, which consist of representatives from the DPPC, the Bureaus 

of Agriculture, Health, Education, and Water and Natural Resources.  (The structure 

of the committees differs somewhat at each administrative level and also from region 

to region.)  As a result of the need to talk with government officials at every level, the 

teams spend very little time talking with food producers and other local community 

members, or observing crop, livestock, and market conditions for themselves.  Nearly 

everyone I interviewed commented on this aspect of the assessments critically; they 

felt that more time spent looking at “actual conditions” would improve results, 

because it would be a way of double-checking the picture given by woreda-level 

officials. 

The teams do not visit every woreda; rather they rely on the zonal or regional 

level officials to identify woredas for them to visit, and those officials become quite 

                                                 
87Issues of transparency and legitimacy are the subject of Chapter Four. 
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upset if the teams visit different woredas, or miss entirely one that was suggested.  In 

the assessment of Afar Region I participated in, we visited only the woredas that were 

suggested by the regional administration.  However, in an assessment of Somali 

Region, the team did not visit one woreda that the regional administration told them 

to because of time constraints, and the assessment results were highly disputed by the 

regional administration as a result. The teams must also return to the regional capital 

for a debriefing of their findings with the regional administration, where the results of 

the assessment may have to be re-negotiated.  In one rather extreme example of this, 

in Amhara Region, the team came up with figures that were more in keeping with the 

current number of beneficiaries (more than three million), but through the zonal and 

regional negotiations they returned to Addis Ababa with a result of 500,000.  This 

example is discussed in greater detail in the next chapter, but Federal DPPC staff 

(including the team leader) attributed the reason for the cut to the regional 

administration’s desire to appear that they had control over the food security 

situation, and their belief that “chronic cases” would be addressed by development 

assistance.88  More usually, the regional administration want to adjust the figures 

because they say the situation is worse (or sometimes better) in a particular zone or 

woreda than the assessment team determined.89 

                                                 
88 “Chronic” versus “transitory” beneficiaries were becoming a hot topic in Ethiopia at that time, as the 
donors were pushing the government to address chronic needs through development interventions 
rather than emergency assistance.   This is discussed elsewhere in the dissertation. 
89 Numbers can be adjusted both upwards and downwards through the negotiations.  One former 
FEWS representative that I spoke with said that in his experience, the assessment figures would often 
be adjusted downwards by 10 percent or so at each level of negotiation (zone, region, federal) because 
they didn’t want them to appear so high as to be completely unbelievable.  I heard this from several 
other people as well, but the general impression was that if numbers were going to be artificially 
adjusted, they would usually go up rather than down. The “number of people requiring close 
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The main outcome of these assessments is thus a number signifying how 

many people are expected to require food aid for the coming season (usually six 

months).  This number results from often tense negotiations between the assessment 

teams and the woreda, zonal, and regional officials.  In agricultural areas, teams can 

arrive at the numbers by a mixture of methods, involving calculating expected crop 

yields, which are then divided by the official woreda population figures (which are 

themselves hotly contested by the local officials, because they feel they are too low90) 

and then comparing the result to the current number of people receiving food aid and 

making adjustments based on qualitative assessments of current conditions (“better 

than normal” or “worse than normal”).  In pastoral areas, where almost no data exist 

on livestock numbers, the figures are negotiated as a percentage of the population 

needing assistance and/or against historical beneficiary figures (i.e. how does this 

year compare to last year in terms of weather and livestock conditions, and should 

more or fewer people receive assistance as a result).   

As a “fudge factor,”91 a second number is included in the teams’ reports:  

people requiring close monitoring.  This number does not represent actual people who 

                                                                                                                                           
monitoring” (described later in the text) sometimes acts as a buffer between assessment results and 
administrative desires. 
90 At the federal level briefing prior to the assessment, teams are given two sets of populations figures 
– the official projections based on the Central Statistics Authority’s 1994 census, and WFP projections, 
which are based on a different calculation.  Teams are instructed to use the CSA figures (the team 
leader of my assessment team explained that if there was going to be an error, it should be 
“systematic,” so everyone should use the same figures).  However, my team members would compare 
the two for each woreda (sometimes the WFP figures were much higher), so that they could make 
concessions if there was a dispute over population numbers at the woreda-level meetings.  For 
example, one woreda’s official population was around 16,000, but the woreda administrator told us it 
was more like 60,000.  The assessment team thought he could be right.  There is more on the census 
figures in Chapter Four. 
91 I introduced this terminology to the assessment team I was traveling with; they agreed it was a very 
appropriate expression.   
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are actually being monitored.  Rather, it is the teams’ guess as to how many 

additional people may require assistance if conditions in the immediate future are 

worse than anticipated.  Even woredas that claim they will not require any assistance 

have a certain number of people under close monitoring, just in case they turn out to 

need food aid before the next assessment. This was the case with one woreda my 

team visited whose administration insisted they would need no assistance. The team 

was worried about what would happen if conditions were worse than expected, so 

their compromise was to put in a number of people requiring close monitoring that 

was based loosely on current beneficiary figures.  Assessment results are very 

difficult to adjust upwards once they have been endorsed by the federal DPPC and 

released to the public; the “fudge factor” helps the DPPC to cover itself in the event 

of a change in circumstances.  Such fudge factors are common, if not necessary, in 

systems of measurement.  For example, Marc Berg describes how hospital staff who 

are trying to keep track of intensive care patients’ fluid intake and loss account for 

patients’ fluid loss through respiration and transpiration, which is difficult to measure.  

They do so by introducing a rather large fudge factor based on their estimates of such 

fluid loss.  As Berg points out, “the existence of this strange inaccuracy in the midst 

of all the precise values does not imply that the electronic fluid balance, after all, does 

not live up to its promises” (1999, p. 385).  The judgments of the hospital staff are as 

essential to measuring the fluid balance as the computer’s calculations. Similarly, the 

number of people requiring close monitoring does not necessarily increase the 

inaccuracy of the needs assessment figures; rather, it enables the DPPC to make any 

adjustments necessary should the unpredictable occur.  
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 In theory, the DPPC’s Early Warning System would seem to represent a 

“bottom-up” approach (as it is often referred to by Early Warning Department staff).  

Much of the data is now collected at the woreda level, rather than by the federal 

office, by people who are generally more familiar with local conditions.  There is also 

some effort to account for differences in livelihoods, by developing indicators 

specific to the different food supply systems.  However, the DPPC’s early warning 

system remains subject to the same centralizing forces as other aspects of Ethiopian 

government administration, despite claims of decentralization and devolving 

responsibility to the woreda level.  The data are still processed at the federal level, 

and results are transmitted “outward” to the government and relief agencies, rather 

than back to the woredas.  Thus, the main clients of the system are the government 

and international relief and donor agencies, rather than the people whose self-

sufficiency the system is supposed to assist.  Indeed, the “real” bottom – the people 

themselves, as opposed to the bottom level of administration – are hardly consulted in 

the process of determining their needs.  Further, while the indicators would seem to 

pertain to the different food supply systems, they still remain very standardized. The 

same agricultural and pastoral indicators are used nation-wide, despite the 

considerable variation in livelihoods that exists on the ground.  For example, a 2005 

household economy analysis conducted by the DPPC identified 38 livelihood zones 

in SNNPR alone, while Save the Children UK identified nine livelihood zones in 

Somali Region in constructing the baselines for the early warning system in the 

region.   
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 Ultimately, assessment teams arrive at their results through consultation with 

woreda, zonal, and regional officials, rather than the actual “grassroots” that the 

policy specifies, according to uniform guidelines set by the federal DPPC.  Still, with 

the placement of staff at the woreda level, the DPPC’s early warning system achieves 

some proximity to areas affected by famine and has considerable access to locally 

obtained data.  Interestingly, perhaps because it has been developed by the national 

agency, the politics of the traditional methodology are quite openly acknowledged 

and discussed.  In contrast, the next section examines a system that utilizes a “top 

down” approach implemented by an international organization whose politics are 

more effectively subsumed under the rubric of the technical.   

 

USAID’s Famine Early Warning System Network (FEWS NET) 

FEWS NET is currently managed by the private, for-profit consulting firm 

Chemonics International, Inc., based in Washington, DC.92  Chemonics won a $35 

million, five-year contract to manage FEWS NET beginning in May 2000. This 

contract was subsequently renewed for another five years and $100 million in 2005, a 

vote of confidence in Chemonics’ management of the project. Chemonics operates 

the network’s field offices as well as the project website, which “holds a pivotal 

position in this collaboration, serving as the primary vehicle for communicating 

                                                 
92 Chemonics was founded in 1975 by Thurston Teele, a former US Foreign Service officer and 
USAID analyst.  Though it started as a small agricultural consulting firm, the company now provides 
technical assistance and services in Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America, and North America in the 
areas of agriculture/agribusiness, environmental management, finance and banking, health, 
humanitarian response, information technology, natural resources, private sector development, and 
public sector modernization.  It is a major USAID contractor, but also has World Bank and other 
multilateral contracts. FEWS NET was one of its largest contracts in Africa, and, according to Candace 
Conrad, senior vice president of Chemonics’ Africa/Asia division, it was “the most important contract 
win of the decade” (Chemonics, 2000).   
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timely food security information to USAID and other partners” (Chemonics, 2000).  

The project operates in 21 African countries, as well as Afghanistan, Haiti and 

Central America.  Field offices are located in each of the countries the network 

operates in except for Sudan and Somalia (these offices are located in Nairobi, 

Kenya). Regional offices are in Niamey (Niger), Nairobi, and Harare (Zimbabwe).  

Chemonics field staff produce monthly reports, as well as special alerts, which are 

available to the public through the network’s website.  

FEWS NET’s mission statement is “To provide decision makers and planners 

with accurate, timely, and actionable information to prevent hunger-related deaths, 

mitigate food insecurity, and to strengthen livelihoods in Africa, Central America and 

the Caribbean and Afghanistan through providing early warning information related 

to food security threats, developing information networks and building local capacity 

for information generation and dissemination.”93 

FEWS NET started out as FEWS, created by USAID in the wake of the mid-

1980s famine to obtain better control over information supporting its own relief 

operations.  In Nall and Josserand’s (1996) account of the origins of FEWS, already 

existing systems weren’t capable of tracking even a slow onset phenomenon caused 

by drought, as many analysts considered the mid-1980s famine to be.94  USAID 

wanted better information to reduce waste in relief provision, but there were also 

likely Cold War considerations behind the creation of the system, as the Ethiopian 

                                                 
93 “Improving Decision Making and Response Planning: A Framework for Contingency and Response 
Planning,” p. 1, available at http://www.fews.net, accessed on April 24, 2006.   
94 The disaster management literature distinguishes between “slow onset” and “rapid onset” disasters 
(e.g. see Wisner et al., 2004).  Famines are an example of slow onset disasters because they usually 
evolve over a period of time as a result of crop failure or drought, while earthquakes, wildfires, or 
floods would be rapid onset because they happen in a matter of minutes or hours.   
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government fell under the Soviet sphere of influence and was therefore not to be 

trusted.  Interestingly, Nall and Josserand’s account does not consider the impact of 

the ongoing civil war in Ethiopia on both the local availability of food and the 

delivery of food aid in that country, preferring instead to emphasize slow-onset 

drought as the cause of the famine and information failure as the problem needing to 

be addressed.  Numerous accounts describe how relief efforts were hindered by the 

war, and even how the civil war and other activities of the Marxist government 

exacerbated if not caused the famine to begin with (e.g. Clay and Holcomb, 1986; 

Wolde Giorgis, 1989; De Waal, 1997;  Duffield and Prendergast, 1994; Keller, 1992; 

Pankhurst, 1992).  Even so, Nall and Josserand, in their FEWS origin story, attribute 

the high casualties to the inability of existing early warning systems to do their jobs.  

In their account, FEWS originated as a technical solution to a technical problem, not a 

means of, for example, monitoring or extending control over a politically difficult 

region. 

Aside from being the funding agency and main client of FEWS (NET), 

USAID oversees the project and communicates its information to the US State 

Department. In 2002, the project’s home office moved from USAID’s Africa Bureau 

to Food for Peace, the office charged with making commodity donations through 

Public Law 480, Title II-funded emergency and non-emergency food aid.95  This 

transition enabled FEWS NET to expand operations beyond the continent of Africa, 

                                                 
18 The US government instituted the Public Law 480 program in 1954 to dispose of American 
agricultural surpluses. The three components are Title I, concessionary commercial sales; Title II, 
famine relief; and Title III, food barter for raw materials.  PL-480’s state goal was “to increase the 
consumption of US agricultural commodities in foreign countries, to improve the foreign relations of 
the US, and for other purposes” (quoted in McMichael, 2000, p. 60). Food for Peace, the Title II 
administrator, has the motto “America’s Bounty Serves the World from 1954 into the 21st Century.” 
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but some FEWS NET staff also felt that it made the early warning system more of a 

“weather service” for Food for Peace, whereas the Africa Bureau had been more 

interested in FEWS NET’s potential input into long-term development concerns as 

well as emergency assistance.   

 FEWS NET is considered to be on the high-tech end of the early warning 

spectrum because of its heavy reliance on satellite imagery products that it has 

developed in partnership with the United States Geological Survey (USGS), the 

National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), and the National Oceanic 

and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).  The USGS Earth Resources Observation 

System Data Center has participated in the FEWS program since 1985. It provides 

remote sensing and geographical information systems (GIS) services to FEWS NET, 

as well as specialized data processing and analysis, dedicated software, and long-term 

data archiving and distribution.  The data center processes several products, including 

a stream flow model, a flood forecasting model, and the Normalized Difference 

Vegetation Index (NDVI), which shows the amount and vigor of observed vegetation 

on the land surface (see Figure 3.3). Data processors also derive several products 

from ten-day rainfall estimates (another satellite product), including start-of-season 

estimates, moisture index maps, and a water requirements satisfaction index (WRSI), 

which indicates a specific crop’s potential performance given the availability of water 

during its growing season (see Figure 3.4).  USGS operates the Africa Data 

Dissemination System (ADDS), which provides internet access to satellite image and 

digital map data holdings, as well as tabular presentations of agricultural production 

statistics, precipitation, and crop market prices.  
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 The National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA)’s Global 

Inventory Mapping and Modeling Systems (GIMMS) group is a research group 

employing time series analysis of satellite datasets for Earth systems research; FEWS 

NET is one of the projects they support. The group members spend most of their time 

processing the data from different satellites over and over to minimize false 

anomalies, correcting for things like orbital drift, instrument deterioration, and 

distortions caused by major volcanic eruptions.  They provide a 10-day composite 

NDVI product which can be compared to a 20-year mean.  This product is sent to the 

EROS Data Center for further processing and archiving through the Africa Data 

Dissemination System. 

  The National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 

Climate Prediction Center produces several climate products for FEWS NET, 

including ten-day rainfall estimates, cyclone monitoring, meteorological analyses, 

and a weekly Africa Threats Assessment indicating the occurrence of floods, 

droughts, and other meteorological hazards. The Climate Prediction Center operates 

an African Desk, which works with the USAID project to provide short-term products 

tailored to the needs of food security experts; it also provides training for African 

counterparts in national meteorological services.  
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Figure 3.3:  Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) versus Long-Term for 
April 21, 2008 

Source:  FEWS NET 
 

Note:   The greens indicate dense vegetation, while the browns indicate poorer 
vegetation density and vigor.  The values are related to the level of photosynthetic 
activity in the vegetation.  This image compares the current values to the long-term 

data set for the same time period, and therefore shows that the highlands and the 
eastern lowlands are much drier than normal.  
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Figure 3.4:  Water Requirement Satisfaction Index (WRSI) for April 1, 2008 

Source: FEWS NET 

Note:  The WRSI shows values for maize from the start of the current growing season 
until the date indicated.  According to the FEWS NET website description, “it is 
based on the actual estimates of meteorological data to-date.  For example, if the 
cumulative crop water requirement up to this period was 200 mm and only 180 mm 
was supplied in the form of rainfall, the crop experienced a deficit of 20 mm during 
the period and thus the WRSI value will be ([180/200] * 100 = 90.0%).”96 

                                                 
96 Accessed at http://www.fews.net/pages/imagery/home.aspx?1=en on May 26, 2008. 
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In addition to its high-tech emphasis on satellite-derived climate and 

vegetation information, FEWS NET has also incorporated data collected on the 

ground, usually through local government agencies or NGOs.  The field offices 

promoted a methodology termed “vulnerability assessment,” developed by FEWS 

during the 1990s.  FEWS’s scope of work specified that the system was to identify 

groups of people “most likely to experience ‘episodic food shortages and problems of 

inadequate food access in order to prevent severe malnutrition and starvation’” by 

examining “ ‘key vulnerability indicators associated with low levels/frequency of 

food consumption, high proportions of budgets spent on food, and excessive 

dependence upon one food consumption source (e.g. home production, markets)’” 

(quoted in FEWS, 1999, p. 3).  Some analysts and practitioners see FEWS’s adoption 

of vulnerability assessment as a means to counter the criticism that it was too reliant 

on remote technology (e.g. Stephen, 2003).   

Under FEWS NET’s Phase IV, beginning in July 2000 when Chemonics won 

the USAID contract, vulnerability assessment gave way to livelihoods analysis, which 

“provides information about how, and why, people survive (or fail to survive) 

difficult times” (FEWS NET, n.d.).  Livelihoods analysis is based on a needs 

assessment methodology called the household economy approach, originally 

developed by the British-based NGO Save the Children UK, which tries to assess 

food crises as problems of household food access rather than problems of national 

food supply.  The Food Economy Group (FEG), a consulting firm specializing in 

food economy analysis, is FEWS NET’s “livelihoods partner,” subcontracted through 
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Chemonics.  The group was formed in 1998 by several former Save the Children UK 

food security specialists who left the NGO in order to further develop the household 

economy approach.97  FEWS NET’s livelihoods analysis includes community-level 

information on how exactly people get their food as well as their cash income, and 

how they obtain what they need to survive from one year or season to the next.  

Despite Chemonics’ strong advocacy of livelihoods analysis, it has only begun to be 

implemented in many of the countries where FEWS NET operates; in Ethiopia, it was 

beginning to be introduced in 2002. 

FEWS NET country offices provide access to yet another set of information 

sources: national agencies in the country of operation.  In the country offices, FEWS 

NET staff conduct their own analyses of data sets they obtain from national line 

ministries and disaster agencies, as well as multilateral agencies and NGOs operating 

within the country.  There is considerable variation among FEWS NET country 

offices, despite ongoing efforts at standardization, particularly in terms of where the 

offices are located in relation to USAID country missions and how they are staffed.  

Some country offices have a single representative, while others have several, and 

some country offices are located at US embassies or in USAID country missions, 

while others rent space elsewhere in the national capital.  In most countries, expatriate 

staff have given way to locally recruited staff, who possess varied levels and types of 

training as well as approaches to famine and food security. Moreover, there seems to 

be considerable variability in the degree to which FEWS NET representatives interact 

                                                 
97 Besides FEWS NET, the group also consults for Save the Children and a variety of other NGOs, 
multilateral agencies, and governments. 
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with other organizations, including the country’s USAID mission; this depends in part 

on the relationships the individual representatives have with these organizations, as 

well as the general level of cooperation on famine early warning in the country.   

For example, at the time of research, the FEWS NET Ethiopia office was 

located in the USAID compound, but in part of the building with its own access (i.e., 

once you entered the compound, you got to the FEWS NET offices without going 

through the main entrance).  This emphasized the separation of FEWS NET from the 

USAID Food for Peace and Foreign Disaster Assistance offices, as FEWS NET staff 

had to go down several flights of stairs and across a small parking area to get to the 

main building housing the rest of USAID.98  FEWS NET Ethiopia consists of two 

early warning experts, plus a financial officer and an administrative assistant, making 

it one of the larger country offices.99  The FEWS NET Ethiopia representatives 

mainly perform secondary data analysis and produce monthly reports, which are 

posted to the FEWS NET website and distributed within Ethiopia via email.  They 

also participate in Early Warning Working Group activities, arrange workshops and 

training for Ethiopian early warning experts in other organizations, and assist in the 

multi-agency needs assessments.  Therefore, they are very active in national early 

warning activities.  In terms of policy advocacy, FEWS NET Ethiopia staff have been 

working closely with Save the Children UK and the Chemonics subcontractor the 

                                                 
98 This separation was further expresses in USAID/Ethiopia administration’s desire to move FEWS 
NET out of the compound entirely because of space shortages.  FEWS NET did indeed move out 
sometime after this research was completed, but the push by USAID/Ethiopia was not seen favorably 
by FEWS NET staff. 
99 In contrast, the country offices of Kenya, Sudan, and Somalia, which were all housed in the FEWS 
NET regional office in Nairobi, had one representative each, and relied on regional staff for 
administrative and logistical support.  These offices were in a strip mall in suburban Nairobi, a 
considerable car ride from USAID.   
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Food Economy Group (FEG – described in greater detail in the next section of the 

chapter) to promote the Household Economy Approach as the official needs 

assessment methodology of the DPPC.  (This effort will be discussed later in this 

chapter.) 

FEWS NET thus combines on-the-ground livelihoods information, secondary 

data from national sources, and satellite-derived information on climate, vegetation, 

and moisture provided by its various partners.  This information is reported in a 

variety of formats, including monthly country reports, a monthly executive overview, 

emergency updates, and warnings, which are available at the network’s website along 

with some background information on FEWS NET, its methods, and its partners.  

Monthly reports and emergency alerts are produced directly by the country offices 

with oversight from the Washington, DC, office.   

The FEWS project began to increase its use of the Web during its third phase 

(in the late 1990s) for downloading and transmitting data between project partners at 

NASA, NOAA, USGS, FEWS/Washington and the FEWS field offices in Africa.  

The network began providing Web updates of rainfall estimates, El Niño 

observations, and Intertropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ) movements, derived from 

satellite imagery analysis. However, during this phase, use of the Web remained 

somewhat limited.  (Figure 3.5 shows the FEWS III website; it appears quite meager 

compared to FEWS NET’s presentation, shown in Figure 3.6 below.)  The monthly 

FEWS Bulletin, containing country updates and regional summaries, was distributed 

in hard copy to the USAID Contracting Officer Technical Representative, 

USAID/Food for Peace, and USAID and State Department country desk officers, as 
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well as a mailing list of 900 subscribers from governments, NGOs, and international 

organizations (FEWS, 2000, p. 37).  Local monthly reports were produced in some 

countries (Kenya, Somalia, Ethiopia, Sudan) for circulation to other donor 

representatives, host governments, UN offices, and NGOs, again in hard copy.  

FEWS Watches, documents serving as preliminary notices of crisis situations, were 

circulated only to USAID and State Department offices: “The FEWS Watch provided 

a forum where FEWS Washington could be candid about the various factors affecting 

food security and give a heads-up to USAID on possible developing crises without 

waiting for all the confirming indicators” (FEWS, 2000, p. 11).  An archive of FEWS 

Bulletins was available on the Web, while FEWS Watches and updates prepared by 

FEWS/Washington were only available on the USAID intranet.   

Use of the Web for reporting was accompanied by increased standardization 

of data processing techniques. The USGS developed data management software for 

FEWS during the second phase of the project. These software packages – Agman, 

Rainman, Priceman, and Spaceman – as well as WinDisp (a package for performing 

basic analyses of remote sensing imagery developed jointly with USGS, FAO, and 

the Southern African Development Community) were provided to FEWS field offices 

in order to standardize output.  Each FEWS-monitored country maintained a 

minimum database with satellite images and data on agricultural production, rainfall, 

market prices, and population.  These databases could be maintained and further 

expanded by the field representatives, and in certain cases were provided to national 

agencies as well.   
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  For example, FEWS/Ethiopia “developed large databases for Ethiopia and 

Eritrea for rain gauge data, prices and agricultural production that are all being 

maintained and manipulated in the new FEWS data managers.  These well-formatted 

and internally consistent databases, along with the data managers to manipulate them, 

were provided to the [DPPC] and a host of other early warning and food security 

related institutions in Ethiopia” (FEWS, 2000, p. 40). The network has thus been 

quite generous in sharing its products. Whether or not the agencies receiving them 

have a choice between alternatives that may suit their internal needs better is another 

question. This potentially inverts Kraemer et al.’s (1987) view of successful model 

implementation based on agency needs rather than model supply, as African agencies 

may adopt models based not on their needs but on what is made available to them 

through organizations like FEWS NET.100  

Moreover, whether or how the Ethiopian government agencies actually use 

the databases might be quite different from what FEWS NET managers assume.  In 

fact, during time spent at the Ethiopian DPPC between October 2003 and June 2004, I 

did not see that any of the FEWS database products were being used.  The DPPC had 

developed its own monitoring and database systems, based on its own monitoring 

practices and funded in part, ironically, by USAID.  Investment in their own system 

made the DPPC reluctant to adopt new systems, which would require new training, 

modifications to existing data collection practices, and other such complications.  

This is a common occurrence in the adoption of computer systems.  For example, in 

their study of the implementation of a large-scale custom software network called the 

                                                 
100 See Chapter One for a discussion of Kraemer et al. (1987).     
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Worm Community System, designed for geneticists, Star and Ruhleder (1996) found 

that while many potential users claimed to find the system easy to use and highly 

applicable to their efforts, most did not actually use it, preferring simpler Internet 

utilities not particularly tailored to their needs but more accessible to them. Thus, 

provision of a computer application by an outside entity will not guarantee use, 

without sufficient attention paid to how that application fits with work practices 

already underway – in a sense, how seamlessly users can adopt the application.  

 These information and communication technology developments have 

continued into the fourth phase and fifth phases of FEWS NET as well, particularly 

the increased use of the Web.  (Figure 3.6 shows the FEWS NET homepage at the 

time of this research, February 2004, though several significant changes have been 

made to its Web presentation since.)   FEWS NET’s use of the Web is often 

considered to be a sign of the openness of the system – its broad reach to a variety of 

other actors.  In its first annual report after taking over the project, Chemonics pointed 

out that “although the information products in the past were professionally done, they 

were not available to a wide audience in a timely manner. FEWS NET is committed 

to provide a broader scope of reporting that is disseminated quicker to a broader 

audience” (FEWS NET, 2000, p. 4).  The ultimate goal was “earlier consensus on 

situations requiring response [which] is a result that usually leads to an earlier and 

better coordinated multi-partner response” (FEWS NET, 2002, p. 3).   
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Figure 3.6:  The FEWS NET Website Homepage (February 4, 2004) 



181 
 

 

Chemonics focused on increasing the capabilities of the network’s website to 

make its products available more quickly to more people; in fact, they discontinued 

distribution of the monthly reports in hard copy.  According to the program manager, 

web-based reporting is considered timelier and less costly, and the one-week turn-

around time by the Washington, DC, office gets the information “out there” before it 

is out of date. With earlier means of reporting, there could be a time lag as long as 

one month.   (This can be contrasted to the DPPC Early Warning Department’s 

tendency to issue reports up to six weeks after the end of the month.) 

However, while faster access has become more widespread via the Web, 

access has also become more problematic for some parties as the FEWS NET website 

has become more graphics-intensive.  Even the FEWS NET field representatives in 

certain countries do not use the network’s website because the increased use of 

graphics has slowed down access through slower modem connections.  If internal use 

of the website has been affected, then it is most likely that external use within Africa 

may not be as widespread as Chemonics staff and reports indicate.  In Ethiopia, the 

FEWS NET country office continued hard copy distribution, recognizing that not all 

concerned agencies had easy access to the Internet or would look the information up 

even if they did.  Access to the Web within African bureaucracies can be as strictly 

controlled as access to paper documents, particularly as Web access is much costlier 

in countries where it is provided by government telecommunications agencies or 

other monopoly firms. Moreover, Mansell and Wehn point out that attitudes towards 

information use differ in different “information cultures,” particularly the degree to 
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which individuals are trained to seek out or demand information, and this can 

profoundly affect access and use (1998, p. 146).  

For example, in the case of the DPPC Early Warning Department, which 

would be one of FEWS NET’s main Ethiopian clients, web access was via the dial-up 

service provided by Ethiopian Telecom until the spring of 2004.  Internet access was 

impossible if the DPPC operator was not on duty, and even when it was possible, it 

was very slow and erratic.  This discouraged Internet use for any purpose other than 

email among those DPPC staff who had computers with modems.  During the spring 

of 2004, the DPPC was connected to the United Nations satellite service and Internet 

access sped up and became more reliable.  During the few months my fieldwork 

continued after this happened, I noticed an increased use of the Internet on the part of 

the department’s cartographer and GIS expert, who was able to make more regular 

use of the Africa Data Dissemination System and various meteorological sites.101 As 

for the FEWS NET office in Ethiopia, it has been housed within the USAID 

compound and has access to their satellite connection.  Therefore, it doesn’t suffer 

from the slow connectivity of some of the other African country offices.  For 

example, the regional, Kenya, South Sudan and Somalia offices all housed in the 

same office suite in Nairobi, Kenya, had slow and somewhat unreliable dial-up access 

at the time of this research, and country representatives expressed frustration at their 

limited ability to use the Web for their work. 

                                                 
101 Because the transition happened fairly close to the end of my fieldwork, I was not able to assess the 
degree to which faster access affected work practices at the DPPC.  My sense was that the Internet was 
used more for personal reasons such as email and checking the news than for professional purposes.  
The Early Warning Department relied more on their own information, personal communication, and 
paper reports received from other agencies rather than the Web. 
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Ultimately, compared to the DPPC’s early warning system, FEWS NET is 

more global in scale, and it could be considered “top-down” rather than “bottom-up.”  

The system has similar tensions between centralization and decentralization, between 

the Washington-based Chemonics office and the field offices.  Livelihoods analysis 

could be seen as an effort to extend the system’s data-gathering to the local level, but 

the FEWS NET offices themselves lack the logistical capacity to carry out their own 

livelihoods analysis, and depend on local agencies to collect the data.  Even when 

consultants from the Food Economy Group, FEWS NET’s livelihoods subcontractor, 

are available to carry out livelihoods studies, they still rely on local organizations for 

logistical and staff support.  Further, while livelihoods analysis potentially contributes 

to FEWS NET’s model of famine by emphasizing local socio-economic conditions, 

the overall presentation of famine by the network retains a focus on climate and 

weather.  In particular, the heavy use of satellite products encourages the perception 

of famine as weather-induced.  Indeed, looking at the FEWS NET network 

(Chemonics, NASA, NOAA, USGS, and FEG), climate-related analysis 

predominates.  Until this changes, because the dominant understanding of famine 

remains drought-induced food shortage leading to mass starvation, livelihoods 

analysis will likely receive less attention from the busy decision-makers FEWS NET 

is seeking to inform. 

Thus, although its heavy reliance on technologies such as remote sensing and 

the Web gives FEWS NET the appearance of being a more sophisticated technical 

system than the DPPC’s early warning system, USAID’s early warning systems is as 

deeply political.  As we will see in Chapter Four, even satellites have politics.  
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Further, the network and the information it produces are shaped not only by USAID’s 

imperatives, but also by the interactions of its partners, as well as those between the 

country offices and other organizations.  One organization that FEWS NET Ethiopia 

has had particularly close relations to is the international NGO Save the Children, 

UK, discussed in the next section.   

 

Save the Children UK  

 Save the Children UK, an international NGO headquartered in London, has 

been working in Ethiopia since 1974, initiating its operations there because of the 

1973/74 famine.  The NGO became a major player in famine early warning in 

Ethiopia over a decade ago.  It has been an active member of the Early Warning 

Working Group, and has provided institutional support to the DPPC early warning 

system in Amhara and Somali Regions.  In fact, the Somali Region early warning 

system was designed by Save the Children UK following the 1999-2000 famine, and 

they were still operating it as of mid-2004, even though the plan was to turn its 

operation over to the region’s DPPB around that time.   

Save the Children UK’s product is the Household Economy Approach (HEA), 

an attempt to operationalize Amartya Sen’s entitlement approach to famine, which 

sees famine as a problem of access to food rather than overall food supply (see 

Chapter Two). The methodology assumes that if household-level economies can be 

accurately modeled, their likely responses to certain shocks or hazards can be 

determined, thus enabling the prediction of their famine risk. Their approach is thus 

radically different from that of the DPPC, in that they claim to be able to model 
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vulnerability at the household level, while DPPC early warning and assessments 

concentrate on the woreda level. Save the Children-UK is working together with 

USAID/FEWS NET to induce the DPPC to adopt this approach as the official needs 

assessment methodology. In fact, it has been trying to do so for over a decade.   

HEA aims to produce a “representation of typical rural households’ everyday 

circumstances,” because “understanding how people normally obtain access to food is 

an essential part of predicting how they will react to crisis” (Boudreau, 1998, p. 5).102 

HEA analysis assumes that a combination of geography and wealth determines access 

to food, and therefore it divides populations into geographically and economically 

homogeneous units, called livelihood zones and wealth groups, respectively.  Once 

these units are established, baseline data are collected to provide a reference point for 

comparison for current and future data.  A certain number of communities are chosen, 

based on the time available (a minimum of four or five localities per livelihood zone 

is acceptable, though more are preferred).  Assessment teams conduct two sets of 

interviews in each community located in the survey area.  One interview is with “key 

informants,” consisting of local leaders, community group leaders, teachers, 

extension agents, and any other individuals who might be considered helpful.  

Usually these people are asked to choose a group to represent the different wealth 

groups, who are then interviewed about their household economy, including food and 

cash income and expenditures during a baseline year. The data collected are then 

quantified according to how much is required to feed an “average” family for a year 

                                                 
102 The description of the methodology is based on the training I received in HEA in the pilot testing in 
Amhara Region in 2004, led by consultants from the Food Economy Group.  Save the Children UK 
has also published an HEA manual (Seaman et al., 2000).   
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based on a pre-determined minimum caloric requirement, usually 1900 or 2100 kcal 

per person per day.103 Surveyors collect information on how people obtain their food 

and under what conditions (e.g. are they sharecroppers or smallholders, do they 

receive food aid, and so on), as well as what sources of cash income they have (e.g. 

day labor, remittances from family members), and what their daily and occasional 

expenditures are.  

Data on the current situation are often collected at the same time as baseline 

data, but once baselines are established, they only need to be updated periodically and 

assessment teams can concentrate on current information.  Collecting current 

information involves the step of problem specification, which identifies economic and 

other problems that are likely to affect households’ access to food.  This is followed 

by scenario analysis, also called outcome analysis, which quantifies the projected 

effects of the problem on households’ access to food by determining the initial deficit 

and then factoring in their projected ability to cope.  The result is a set of 

recommendations for which groups of people need what kind of assistance from 

responding agencies.   

Save the Children UK became directly involved in famine early warning in 

Ethiopia in 1996, when one of their technical experts “was seconded to the early 

warning department of the DPPC at federal level, partly to ensure adoption of HEA 

principles and utilization of   RiskMap for calculating food aid requirements” 

(Shoham, 2005, p. 19). This went quite badly, and even at the time of my research 

                                                 
103 2100 kcal per day is the minimum standard established by the World Health Organization, while 
1900 kcal per day is the amount typically used to calculate food aid needs in Ethiopia.  Several people 
I interviewed at DPPC and Save the Children UK said that the lower figure for Ethiopia was based on 
their typical lower caloric intake under normal conditions.   
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(2004), the terms “household economy approach” and “RiskMap” were not well 

accepted in Ethiopia (HEA advocates consistently referred to “the new methodology” 

rather than HEA during the 2003-2004 pilot testing exercises).  It was very difficult 

for me to find anyone who would talk about this first effort to introduce HEA at the 

federal level.  What I did hear repeatedly was that the consultants who came in to 

present the methodology were very dogmatic, and alienated other experts by not 

adequately addressing concerns about the methodology.  At the time, HEA was also 

coming under criticism from advocates of other approaches.  As Linda Stephen 

comments, “a difficulty with RiskMap was its unclear parameters which made its 

finding less amenable to testing or validation” (2003, p. 250).  However, as she points 

out, the proponents of the software did little to ameliorate people’s concerns: 

RiskMap threatened authority by proposing an alternative model that 
determined who vulnerable people were; by providing food need 
estimates against which government and UN agencies’ figures could 
be contested; and there were personal antipathies between its authors 
and some early warning members which extended to their appraisals of 
the software program.  For some, it was an attempt to advance the 
personal ambitions of a few at the cost of poor governments.  …  
There were sensitivities related to the fact that a reduction in funding 
could prevent further development of the program and therefore the 
authors appeared more at ease discussing the program’s assets than its 
algorithms and analytical processes.  This introduced a covert 
atmosphere around the subject, which fuelled suspicion and 
competition. (2003, p. 252).   

 

Part of the problem was that HEA was competing with other methodologies at the 

time, including the World Food Programme’s Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping 

approach, as well as the indicator-based approach that the DPPC ended up adopting. 

The effort to introduce HEA to Ethiopia will be discussed further in the section on the 
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struggle over methodology. Here, suffice it to say, Save the Children UK had to work 

hard to overcome the suspicion aroused against it during this episode. 

The NGO made significant inroads into famine early warning in Ethiopia 

following the 1999/2000 famine, when it stepped in to design and implement an early 

warning system for Somali Region, which had been the hardest hit by the famine and 

had barely any early warning coverage to speak of.  Staff I interviewed said that the 

organization saw the essential vacuum in Somali Region as providing an opportunity 

for Save the Children UK to attempt to reintroduce the Household Economy 

Approach and prove that it works better than the national system once and for all.  

They began with a three-year Food Security Monitoring and Early Warning System 

program funded by USAID, WFP, and ECHO (the European Commission’s 

humanitarian agency).  Using HEA, the Save the Children UK program started by 

producing baseline profiles for the nine food economy zones (also called livelihood 

zones) identified in the region, as well as creating reporting structures from the zones 

to the regional bureau and piloting communications channels down to the community 

level.104  They also had to appear to operate within the national system and build 

                                                 
104 Interestingly, the community-based aspect of the Somali early warning system consists of a “social 
marketing strategy” aimed at sensitizing the communities to the importance of early warning 
information, how it is used by outsiders, and how they should use it themselves, without any particular 
attention paid to what early warning information the community itself already possesses and how they 
already use it.  To this end, a consultant would be hired to “ensure key early warning messages 
(identified by the training consultant) reached communities throughout the Region” (Save the Children 
UK, 2002, p. 3).  In other words, Save the Children UK assumes that its early warning system is the 
only game in town and people have to be trained to contribute to it and potentially receive from it.  In a 
sense, this marks an improvement over the national early warning system, FEWS NET, or WFP/VAM 
in that it makes provisions for communities to be informed about early warning.  However, there is no 
mechanism for the communities to contribute to or alter the analysis or its parameters, which are based 
on Save the Children UK’s product, HEA.   
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capacity within the existing government structures in order to hand the program over 

to them.  

However, as the technical coordinator for the program in Jijiga (the capital of 

Somali Region) explained, the original program was based on zones, and they had 

just finished training the zonal level staff in preparation to handing the program over 

to them when the federal government further decentralized and said there would be 

no more zones in Somali Region; everything had to be at the woreda level.  Staffing 

problems had already made capacity building difficult (of the nine zonal experts, 

“five are good, four are crap”), so he was not optimistic about the further 

decentralization and its effects on the program. Still, the Somali early warning system 

developed by Save the Children UK was sufficiently accepted for the DPPC to 

consider expanding the “new” approach to other regions.  A pilot testing was 

conducted in agricultural woredas in Amhara Region in 2004, led by two consultants 

from the Food Economy Group and supported by USAID via Save the Children UK.  

(This process is discussed in great detail later in the chapter.)  

 Thus, while the Save the Children approach to early warning, based on the 

household economy approach, could be considered “bottom up,” the organization has 

set its sights on having national influence, and has enrolled the powerful donor 

USAID in support of its efforts to do so.  This has put it in competition with other 

organizations involved in early warning and needs assessment, including the 

multilateral food aid giant, the World Food Programme, and its Vulnerability 

Analysis and Mapping Unit, discussed next. 
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World Food Programme Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping Unit (WFP/VAM) 

The WFP/VAM unit’s main purpose is to provide data to support World Food 

Programme emergency operations.  It conducts analyses of data collected by WFP 

field monitors, as well as satellite imagery and government data sets, and presents 

them in GIS format; thus, many analysts consider it to be a top-down, high tech 

system similar to FEWS NET, although its information is not as widely distributed as 

FEWS NET’s is. At the time of research, it was not available online, and there was no 

regular reporting to other organizations or the public except through meetings such as 

the Early Warning Working Group.105  The VAM unit also coordinates WFP’s 

participation in the multi-agency needs assessments, and its staff are active in the 

Early Warning Working Group and the methodology sub-group.  WFP attempted to 

introduce a modified version of the Household Economy Approach to Ethiopia in 

2001 following the work of a consultant brought in by WFP to resolve issues raised 

by the methodology sub-group.  This modified version of HEA, called the Food Aid 

Needs Assessment (FANA) methodology, was ultimately not adopted by the DPPC 

(for reasons discussed in the second half of the chapter).   Thus, WFP/VAM 

contributes not only to information gathering for its parent organization’s needs, but 

also to the ongoing methodological debates. 

Indeed, WFP/VAM played a key role in early meetings that established the 

parameters for the multi-agency needs assessments that have come to characterize 

famine early warning in Ethiopia.  These multi-agency assessments were a product of 

                                                 
105 This was a criticism in the World Food Programme’s internal review of its response to the 2002-
2003 crisis, so it possibly has been addressed, although WFP/VAM does not maintain a website similar 
to FEWS NET’s. 
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a 1996 workshop convened by WFP and the DPPC to address problems in 

coordination of needs assessments.  WFP/VAM and FEWS led the early meetings of 

the Needs Assessment Steering Committee, a body intended to improve needs 

assessments and food security data by facilitating collaboration among relevant 

organizations.  The primary aim of the early meetings was to establish a database of 

indicators, building on approaches already used by both WFP and USAID in other 

African countries (Stephen, 2003).  Thus, WFP/VAM was one of the early influences 

on current needs assessment practices in Ethiopia.   

WFP started the VAM program in the mid-1990s; it currently operates in over 

50 countries around the world and is headquartered at WFP in Rome.  Its primary 

functions, in the context of supporting WFP relief and development activities, are 

geographic targeting, problem assessment, beneficiary assessment, food aid 

assessment, and “advocacy for the hungry poor” (WFP/VAM, 2002, p. 1).  It employs 

a Standard Analytical Framework based on the 1996 World Food Summit definition 

of food security, which states that “food security exists when all people at all times 

have physical, social, and economic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food 

which meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” 

(quoted in WFP/VAM, 2002, p. 2).  The framework is also based on a particular 

understanding of vulnerability: “the probability of an acute decline in food access, or 

consumption, often in reference to some critical value that defines minimum levels of 

well being” that can be expressed as “vulnerability = exposure to risk and ability to 

cope” (ibid.  See Chapter Two for a further discussion of vulnerability).  

Vulnerability analysis “includes the element of risk that households face in their day-
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to-day decision-making and their capacity to respond effectively over time” 

(WFP/VAM, 2002, p. 4).  Further, “a central role of VAM analysis is to confirm the 

presence of hunger and food insecurity, to identify where conditions are such that 

food aid is clearly the best resource to use in addressing the difficulties faced by 

vulnerable populations, and to identify programmatic opportunities for interventions 

in sectors related to health, education, asset-creation, disaster mitigation, and natural 

resource management” (WFP/VAM, 2002, p. 6).  Core activities include situation 

analysis, community food security profiling, and periodic vulnerability monitoring, 

all of which are geared towards improving WFP Country Programme design.   

The VAM unit in Ethiopia engages in four main activities: early warning, 

vulnerability analysis, needs assessment, and contingency planning.106 They also 

provide information on demand to other WFP units, and were coordinating a food aid 

use and impact study for WFP at the time of this research.  The VAM unit consists of 

the unit head, the country officer (a food security and early warning expert), the food 

security officer (mainly involved in assessments), and two cartographers.  The unit’s 

vulnerability analysis methods are based on mapping certain indicators thought to be 

correlated with vulnerability, such as agricultural production, drought risk, and flood 

risk, as well as some of the same satellite imagery as FEWS NET (particularly NDVI 

and RFE).  Early warning activities include obtaining information from the nine WFP 

sub-offices located around the country on weather, food production, and market 

                                                 
106 Contingency planning, an approach advocated by both WFP and USAID, is only beginning to catch 
on in Ethiopia.  It involves developing different scenarios assuming different conditions in the 
upcoming season, chiefly variations in rainfall.  The scenarios are usually labeled best case, mid case, 
and worst case, and reflect whether or not the expected amount of rain will fall during the season, in a 
pattern amenable to agricultural and livestock production.   
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conditions, as well as participation in the national Early Warning Working Group and 

its activities.  Finally, the VAM unit provides logistical and informational support for 

the annual WFP/FAO joint crop production assessments, although it does not 

participate in the assessments, which are conducted by teams that are organized out of 

Rome.107 

While the VAM unit’s primary client is WFP, it has developed a relationship 

with the DPPC as well as other organizations involved in early warning (primarily 

FEWS NET and other donor agencies, as well as other UN agencies), through the 

Early Warning Working Group and individually.  Indeed, during times when 

methodological debates have been particularly contentious, Stephen notes that WFP 

has tended to position itself as an ally of the Ethiopian government; in the mid-1990s 

conflict over methodology, WFP/VAM’s “response to the Ethiopian government was 

that they understood the problem and would contribute a complimentary [sic] 

methodology” (2003, p. 249).  In contrast with Save the Children UK’s RiskMap, 

WFP/VAM’s “method operated on a much larger scale, with a more complicit 

agreement with the government’s approach” (253).  It conducts its vulnerability 

analysis at such an aggregated scale that it does not significantly challenge 

government beneficiary figures given at the woreda level.  While Stephen does not 

offer a specific explanation for this, she comments that WFP/VAM is dependent on 

the government for a large part of its raw data, which requires that it work closely 

with government agencies.   

                                                 
107 The FAO/WFP annual crop assessments, together with the DPPC-led multi-agency assessments, 
form the basis for the annual consolidated appeal to donors, and are therefore are a very significant 
input. 
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 In some of the interviews I conducted at other organizations, there was a 

question of whether or not WFP should be involved in needs assessment at all, given 

its role as food aid provider.  This question was also raised by Sue Lautze et al. 

(2003) in their evaluation of the 2002-2003 crisis for USAID.  Because FEWS NET 

is situated more or less outside of USAID, as it is run by a private consulting firm 

contracted to the organization as an information provider, there apparently is not a 

similar conflict of interest.  However, while the technical experts of the Early 

Warning Working Group, for example, greatly value WFP/VAM staff contributions 

to early warning and needs assessment, at a higher level, some administrators 

question whether the organization should step out of needs assessment and instead 

rely on independent assessments.  Otherwise, there is a concern that WFP’s 

involvement contributes greatly to the food bias of needs assessment (i.e., that food 

aid is more urgently required than non-food relief – this distinction will be discussed 

in greater detail in Chapter Five), and that needs assessment just becomes a means of 

justifying food aid as the response.   

 Thus far, I have discussed four of the major actors in famine early warning in 

Ethiopia.  Two of them, FEWS NET and WFP/VAM, operate systems that could be 

considered top-down, being more global in scale and emphasizing large-scale 

analyses of climate factors through the use of satellite imagery coupled with analysis 

of secondary data.  The other two, the DPPC and Save the Children UK, operate what 

could be considered more bottom-up systems reliant on data collected at the local 

level.  However, as we have seen, these distinctions are not so clear cut, as the 

systems are shaped by the goals and agendas of their parent organizations, as well as 



195 
 

 

their interactions with each other.  A great deal of this interaction takes place in the 

Early Warning Working Group, discussed next. 

 

The Early Warning Working Group 

For the last decade, the various organizations involved in early warning in 

Ethiopia have coordinated their efforts through the Early Warning Working Group, 

chaired by the DPPC Early Warning Department.  The Early Warning Working 

Group was one outcome of a workshop convened by the World Food Programme and 

the DPPC in 1996 to address problems with needs assessment raised by the donor 

community. Essentially, donors complained that the DPPC figures couldn’t be trusted 

because the process that produced them was not transparent; in other words, it was 

produced within the DPPC in ways that outsiders could not see and thus could not 

verify when it conflicted with their own information.  This was an issue because of 

the history of mistrust between the Ethiopian government and donors that primarily 

developed during the Mengistu government.  The working group was intended to 

increase collaboration and transparency, and it is one of several humanitarian working 

groups and task forces in Ethiopia (others are Food Aid, Health, Nutrition, 

Agriculture, Livestock, Water, and Mapping).  The working group has a flexible 

membership drawn from different organizations that carry out early warning activities 

in Ethiopia, including government, UN, donor, and nongovernmental organizations.  

Currently the director of the DPPC Early Warning Department is the group’s chair, 

and the FEWS NET country representative is the deputy chair.  Other regular 

members include the Ministry of Agriculture, the Ministry of Health, the National 
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Meteorological Services Agency, WFP/VAM, UNICEF, the UN Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), the UN Food and Agriculture 

Organization, the Ethiopian Red Cross Society, Save the Children-UK, CARE, World 

Vision, Oxfam, and Catholic Relief Services.   

 The working group meets once a month, and the attendance fluctuates 

depending on the season or the level of crisis.  Generally, the closer to assessment 

time or the more severe the crisis, the greater the level of participation.  During the 

2002-03 crisis, the largest in the country’s history, meetings involved as many as 30 

people representing nearly as many different organizations.  In the 2003-04 period, 

meeting attendance fluctuated between six and twenty.  At the beginning of each 

European calendar year,108 the working group creates an annual action plan, which 

includes the annual needs assessments, as well as the production of discrete data 

products and packages; training and workshops; and any other major projects that one 

or more of its members will undertake for the benefit of the entire group.  The annual 

plan excludes projects that are undertaken solely by one organization and do not 

involve the other members.   

There are several sub-groups within the Early Warning Working Group that 

have been formed to deal with specific on-going tasks.  One of these is the 

Emergency Needs Assessment Methodology sub-group, which has the dual task of 

improving the DPPC’s needs assessment methodology and finding a new 

methodology that multiple stakeholders can agree on.  The key organizations 

involved in the methodology subgroup are the DPPC Early Warning Department, 

                                                 
108 Ethiopia itself is on the Julian calendar; its year begins in early September. 
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USAID’s Famine Early Warning System Network (FEWS NET), Save the Children-

UK, and the World Food Programme’s Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping Unit 

(WFP/VAM).  This group has been trying since 1999 to decide on a new 

methodology for needs assessment to be officially adopted by the DPPC and all early 

warning partners to apply country-wide.  Since its inception, it has tested or 

considered several different methodologies, championed by several different 

organizations.  The group is striving to identify a methodology that all interested 

parties (donors, working group members, etc.) agree produces objective, verifiable, 

reliable, timely, and usable information.  (The next section of the chapter discusses 

this methodological quest.) 

While the Early Warning Working Group is a somewhat effective mechanism 

for coordination and information sharing among early warning experts at the federal 

level (though not always among their bosses, as we will see in the next chapter), there 

is no analogous coordination mechanism at regional levels or below.  For example, in 

Somali Region, there is almost no coordination between Save the Children UK and 

UNICEF, though both are technically and financially supporting the regional early 

warning system.  UNICEF has given money to the regional DPPB for capacity 

building and to support their activities, and is conducting training in the national early 

warning system at the regional level.  However, there is no communication between 

their office in Jijiga and Save the Children UK’s Jijiga office, despite the latter’s 

heavy involvement in developing the new regional early warning system.  Indeed, a 

staff member from the NGO recounted that someone from UNICEF attending a 

regional steering committee meeting stated that the early warning reports did not 
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contain non-food needs, when in fact a typical report contains nothing but non-food 

needs.  The same NGO staff person went on to say that UNICEF’s Jijiga office has 

really been giving them problems, is actively undermining them despite their good 

relations with the Addis office, and even tried to issue a parallel monthly report that 

was largely a fiction.  At UNICEF-Jijiga, the representative I spoke with had only 

been on the job for two months, but already said that one of the main problems 

between Save the Children UK and UNICEF was that the former was only concerned 

with food aid distribution, though he had not yet had any discussions with the NGO’s 

staff and was basing his view on prior discussions.  His conclusion was the same as 

the NGO staff person’s – the two organizations should help to make the DPPB’s early 

warning system coherent and should support it in the same direction.   

This lack of coordination at the regional level (particularly people not talking 

in a town as small as Jijiga) is potentially extremely problematic, given the 

government’s pursuit of its decentralization policy.  In part it reflects competition 

between the two organizations, but some of this competition has been alleviated at the 

federal level through the Early Warning Working Group and the fact that people 

know each other as a result of the face-to-face meetings.  The continued emphasis on 

coordination at the federal level without analogous efforts at regional and sub-

regional levels indicates the degree to which early warning remains a centralized 

process, despite policies to the contrary.   
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This section of the chapter has provided a sketch of the main organizational 

actors in famine early warning in Ethiopia.  According to Linda Stephen’s political 

systems analysis of early warning in Ethiopia,109 “the government [of Ethiopia] has 

held the traditional state role, presenting a united front that hid a number of 

inconsistencies” (2003, p. 292).  Among these inconsistencies was support for 

international agencies (particularly FEWS NET and WFP) despite contradictions 

between their data gathering and analysis approaches and the national policy 

commitment to tackling vulnerability, local empowerment, and linking relief to 

development.  Moreover, the government’s approach (as also described above) 

remains centralized, despite the decentralization policy.  On the other hand, in the 

early discussions around organizational collaboration in famine early warning that 

occurred in 1996, FEWS NET and WFP/VAM led the methodology meetings and 

thus ensured the primacy of donor-oriented perspectives.  Stephen claims that USAID 

and WFP reliance on high tech systems represents a way of controlling outcomes by 

controlling information through technology.  However, as I argue in Chapter Four, 

FEWS NET and WFP/VAM are not entirely dominant, and their reliance on the 

products of technological systems is not entirely instrumental.110     

                                                 
109 Stephen rather vaguely defines her understanding of a system as “a complex whole that may have 
properties, which refer to the whole, but are meaningless in terms of the parts that make up the whole” 
(2003, p. 282).  Her analysis is predicated on the understanding of a political system as the means by 
which the interests of the aggregate of a system’s members are accommodated.  She specifically 
advocates a Soft Systems Approach (from Checkland and Scholes, 1990), which emphasizes “an 
assessment of how power is expressed, by whom, and through which commodities and mechanisms” 
(Stephen, 2003, p. 287).   
110 Though they certainly can aim at garnering donor support, technical preferences are also a product 
of early warning experts’ own ideas about what constitutes good early warning information, which are 
only in part determined by donor preferences. 
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NGOs make up the third member of the triad, in an awkward position between 

government and donors.  The former determines in large part the working conditions 

of the NGOs, particularly in Ethiopia, where NGOs are required to register with the 

DPPC in order to operate, which also involves following a code of conduct, and the 

government can assign them to specific tasks in the context of famine early warning 

and emergency response.111  However, NGOs also enlist donor and UN agencies to 

increase their chances of having a more powerful role in decision making.  This is 

evident in the Save the Children UK – USAID collaboration to encourage the DPPC 

to adopt HEA as its official methodology.  Stephen points out that NGOs get caught 

in tensions between donors and the government, which “is representative of the 

dualism NGOs have evolved towards: that of strengthening civil society by 

articulating and representing non-state interests, or of institutionalizing existing 

patterns of political contestation between civil society and the state or within civil 

society itself” (2003, p. 300).  However, this interpretation of the role of an NGO 

such as Save the Children UK in Ethiopia is questionable, as the degree to which this 

organization can be said to stand for civil society in that context is unclear.  Save the 

Children UK and other international NGOs should not automatically be understood to 

have a civil society function in the Ethiopian context, because their connection to 

Ethiopian civil society organizations is not clearly specified.112 Further, the degree to 

                                                 
111 The DPPC could also assign donor-funded and UN agencies particular tasks; this happened on a 
regular basis in the context of the Early Warning Working Group.  However, these organizations were 
not required to register with the DPPC. 
112 Perhaps the civil society affiliation Save the Children UK could claim is a global one; however, this 
is also highly problematic.  As Anderson and Rieff point out, entities that designate themselves global 
civil society claim an analogy to civil society in a settled democratic society, which presumes the 
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which they are harnessed by the state and donors renders their ability to articulate 

non-state interests (i.e. those of the Ethiopian people) questionable.  In interviews, 

very few NGO staff made claims that would indicate a civil society function; rather, 

they were concerned with garnering greater donor support in order to carry out their 

operations, which were aimed mainly at supporting government relief and 

development policies.  This is not to say that they are not directly concerned with 

helping Ethiopian people; they just focus on doing so within donor imperatives and 

funding structures, as well as the roles they are assigned by the Ethiopian state.113 

The next section of the chapter elaborates the methodological debates that 

have been ongoing in Ethiopia since the inception of the Early Warning Working 

Group, if not before.  While the primary motivation of these debates has been to 

improve famine early warning and needs assessment so that relief is better targeted 

and more lives are saved in a crisis, the methodological struggles are very much a part 

of more general struggles between the various organizational actors for their positions 

in the political economy of humanitarian aid.  This calls into question the prevalent 

                                                                                                                                           
existence of a democratic international society. However, systems of international governance are 
hardly democratic.  Further, the authors  state that  

The analogy between civil society and global civil society rests on the assumption 
that the NGOs bearing these conceptual labels can and do play similar roles in very 
different settings.  Civil society institutions that are part of the social fabric of a 
settled domestic democratic society are able to play the role of single-minded 
advocates – organizations with an axe to grind and a mission to accomplish – 
precisely because they are not, and are not seen as being, ‘representative’ in the 
sense of democratic representation.  (2004, p. 29). 

International NGOs, on the other hand, often claim to represent the global downtrodden to the 
international community; thus, the civil society analogy does not hold. 
113 For example, USAID has enlisted NGOs in its Joint Emergency Operation Plan (JEOP); they use 
USAID resources to carry out their emergency operations, supposedly determined by the Ethiopian 
government, although there has been some criticism that JEOP has actually operated too independently 
of the government-led relief efforts (Lautze et al., 2003).  This is discussed further on in the chapter. 
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view among practitioners and aid agency administrators that methodological 

questions are a technical issue. 

 

Methodology Wars: The Politics of Emergency Needs Assessment  

 

While the idea of famine early warning is to provide advance notice that there 

is going to be a problem or crisis, in Ethiopia much of the practice of early warning is 

bound up in needs assessment.  In other words, part – perhaps even the majority – of 

the activity performed by people designated as early warning experts is also 

determining needs during both “normal” times and times of crisis.  Needs assessment 

happens not when only there is a crisis either imminent or underway, but on a regular 

basis, four times a year.  There are scheduled mid-season and pre-harvest assessments 

for the two main growing seasons in Ethiopia, the belg (March-June) and the meher 

(July-November).  There is also a separate pastoral area assessment in January, timed 

for the main rainy season in the eastern part of the country.  Thus, “emergency” needs 

assessments occur according to a more or less regular schedule, regardless of whether 

or not there is an emergency situation.  As there has never been an assessment that 

has not found people requiring food aid (over the last 10 years, the smallest number 

of people found requiring food aid was 5 million – roughly 7-10% of the population), 

many early warning practitioners and analysts talk of the “normalization” of crisis in 

Ethiopia.114  

                                                 
114 This is certainly not only the case in Ethiopia (for example, the same could be said for the United 
States if food stamps were counted as a form of food aid), but what is cause for concern among donors 
and aid agencies as well as the Ethiopian government is the magnitude of the problem as well as its 
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As indicated earlier in this chapter, a series of heated debates around needs 

assessment methodology in Ethiopia began in the late 1990s.  Humanitarian agencies 

as well as donor representatives regarded the methodology developed by the DPPC 

Early Warning Department as highly flawed, and even experts in the DPPC 

themselves acknowledged that the methodology is “subjective” and therefore 

problematic.  While donors have greeted the inclusion of different organizations in 

the assessment process as an attempt at greater transparency, they still have openly 

criticized assessment results in the annual donors’ meeting organized by the DPPC, 

and called for a methodology that is more objective, with verifiable quantitative 

results.  The fierce debates that have emerged around the quest for a methodology 

that is acceptable to all parties involved can be understood at one level as the clash of 

individual practitioners who are committed to a particular methodology, usually in 

accordance with their organizational affiliation.  They are also about conflicting ideas 

about famine – what causes is and what the best response is.  This reflects the 

increasing complexity of the humanitarian “marketplace,” as the number of 

organizations involved has increased dramatically over the last few decades.  Finally, 

it is also what happens when efforts to standardize encounter local conditions. This 

section of the chapter outlines the debates and attempts to account for why they have 

not been resolved and many practitioners feel they are unlikely to be any time soon.   

The DPPC methodology has long been criticized by not only donor 

representatives and other humanitarian agencies, but also regional, zonal and woreda-

                                                                                                                                           
duration.  The Food Security Coordination Bureau was created to address the persistence of chronic 
food insecurity in Ethiopia. 
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level officials and experts.  The teams often have little knowledge of the localities 

they are visiting, although in some cases the same federal DPPC staff visit a region 

year after year and build up a considerable knowledge base about conditions in that 

region.  There is little or no baseline data against which they can compare the current 

situation beyond current beneficiary figures; regional officials I interviewed 

frequently mentioned this as a problem.  The assessment teams also use data that are 

contested by local officials (e.g. official census data).115  They spend too much time 

consulting with local officials and not enough time in the villages talking to food 

producers and observing “actual conditions on the ground.”  The assessments suffer 

from “road bias,” in that the villages that teams observe are often along the main 

roads, and therefore have much better access to markets and services than more 

remote villages; thus, they are likely to be better off.116  Different teams use different 

methodologies for arriving at the beneficiary figures, and these figures are often 

based on adjustments to historical numbers that may have no relation to the current 

situation. The assessment also focuses on crop production, with very little emphasis 

on how to assess livestock production and other income sources. The final result of 

the system has been described as “a synthetic estimate of needs based on the 

admixture of qualitative ratings and historical quantities of need” (Riely, 2001, p. 7).   

                                                 
115 As will be discussed in Chapter Four, census data are often a source of contestation, because of 
their political implications for the distribution of public goods, parliamentary or congressional 
representation, and so on.  For example, for a discussion of the statistical politics of the US census, see 
Desrosières (1998); for a discussion of racial classifications in the South African census, see Goldberg 
(2002).   
116 Road bias is a problem for many other types of surveys, such as biodiversity surveys (see e.g. 
Rosenstock et al., 2002).  Areas along roads frequently have less biodiversity, as they have been 
disturbed, yet these are the areas more frequently surveyed because they are easier to get to.   
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In 2001, a consultant was brought in by WFP/VAM to assess the currently 

used methodology and try to either improve it or propose a new methodology.  He 

was to assist the methodology subgroup of the Early Warning Working Group, which 

had already been constituted to modify the traditional methodology each year before 

the meher pre-harvest assessment (usually in October or November).  After 

identifying a number of weaknesses in the traditional methodology, he proposed a 

modified version of Save the Children UK’s household economy approach, which he 

called the Food Aid Needs Assessment (FANA) methodology.117  This methodology 

is based on interviews with both community leaders and “ordinary” people at the 

village level, rather than woreda level officials.  Woredas are divided into smaller 

units called “agro-ecological zones,” which are based on altitude and correspond to 

changes in the rural population’s way of making a living – the kinds of crops they 

grow, the types of livestock they raise.  The methodology also involves collecting 

quantitative information on food and cash income, as well as cash expenditure, during 

both a reference or baseline year (occasionally interpreted as a “typical” year), and 

the current year. This information is then triangulated with other sources of 

information (crop yield data or projections from the Bureau of Agriculture, etc.).  The 

ultimate goal is a number that represents the percent of the population of a woreda 

that will experience a “food deficit,” as well as the approximate duration of that 

deficit.  From this, food aid needs can be calculated.   

                                                 
117 He was unable to refer directly to the household economy approach because of the earlier round of 
needs assessment battles that happened in the mid-1990s.  Some Food Economy Group consultants 
brought in by Save the Children UK had attempted to “sell” the methodology to the DPPC, but their 
methods had been problematic, so even today one cannot refer directly to the household economy 
approach or its accompanying software, RiskMap, in Ethiopia. 
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This method was piloted in a limited way in a few areas, and after the 

consultant left, the methodology sub-group tried to revise it on the basis of lessons 

learned from the pilot testing.118  In the course of its deliberations, several problems 

were identified: 

� The choice of a baseline year.  Specifically, whether information should be 
collected for the year prior to the assessment or an analogue year (similar to 
the year for which a projection is being made) or both years. 

� Whether to use focus group interviews or individual household interviews.   
� Whether to gather information on food and income sources for the baseline 

period using proportional piling or direct questions about quantities.119  
� Whether to gather information on household cash income or expenditure or 

both. 
� How many woredas and villages to visit per agro-ecological zone, and how to 

select them. 
� How to deal with under-reporting of crop production, livestock numbers and 

cash income when working at community level.  
� What is meant by ‘typical’.  
� How to define food and non-food needs.  
� How to gather accurate price information for each agro-ecological zone.   
� What threshold of deficit must be estimated before a wealth group is included 

in beneficiary numbers.   
� How to project needs over an entire year when the outcome of the second 

season is completely unpredictable.120 
 

The methodology sub-group met frequently to try to resolve these issues, but 

according to participants, poor records were kept, and sometimes the same question 

could be debated and decided differently a few months after it had already been 

“resolved.”  The group grew frustrated with how long it took to revise the 

                                                 
118 My account of the Methodology Sub-Group debates is based on interviews with the members. 
119 Proportional piling is a technique of rapid rural appraisal, which seeks to elicit information from 
rural community members through a variety of “user friendly” techniques (e.g. see Chambers, 1992).  
Proportional piling involves asking someone to divide a pile of beans (usually 10 or 100) into piles 
based on how important she thinks different categories (for example, different sources of food or 
income) are for her or her community.  The assumption behind it is that rural people do not understand 
complicated concepts like percentages, but they can divide beans into piles representing the relative 
importance of the categories being investigated. 
120 The list is taken from “Guide to Needs Assessment in Ethiopia” (Food Economy Group, 2004, p. 6). 



207 
 

 

methodology.  The main stumbling block seemed to be the DPPC; they suspected that 

the FANA approach was actually the household economy approach in disguise, and 

after the attempt by Save the Children UK to introduce HEA in Ethiopia five years 

earlier, which had gone very badly, they didn’t want to adopt anything resembling 

that approach.   

 During this particular iteration of the debates, the DPPC insisted on 

maintaining its qualitative ratings system at the woreda level and using the 

quantitative FANA methodology, which looks at percent change over time, at the 

household level.  This insistence reflected the DPPC’s investment in its own system.  

Adopting the new approach would put needs assessment at odds with the monitoring 

and early warning system, which would then force a change.  The methodology sub-

group members reluctantly agreed to include the DPPC’s rating system as a separate, 

parallel process conducted by a few members of the team, but the DPPC was not 

willing to compromise, possibly because they did not want to methodology to 

succeed.   

 Another dynamic within the methodology sub-group was that it was 

attempting to “move from an approach that all recognize as flawed to an approach 

that will be ‘perfect.’” (Alemnew, 2004, p. 3).  Group members felt that all issues 

needed to be resolved before the methodology could be presented to the DPPC for 

official consideration. Discussions about how to solve problems became quite heated, 

and eventually members of the sub-group reached a point where they “did not want to 

work together anymore,” as more than one participant said. As it was impossible to 

resolve all of the conflicts surrounding the FANA methodology, particularly given the 
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unwillingness of the DPPC to compromise, the group decided to recommend 

continued use of the traditional approach until a more workable methodology could 

be developed.   

 A very similar story unfolded in 2003 and 2004, when the methodology sub-

group once again attempted to make progress with the needs assessment issue in the 

aftermath of the 2002-2003 crisis.  Save the Children-UK, with funding from USAID, 

hired a consultant from the Food Economy Group (the FEWS NET “livelihoods 

experts”) to continue the work of revising the needs assessment methodology begun 

nearly two years before.  This consultant led the pilot testing of a “new” methodology 

in one woreda in Somali Region in August 2002, and then covered all of Somali 

Region as part of the regular needs assessment in December 2003.  Finally, another 

pilot testing was conducted in three woredas in an agricultural area in Amhara 

Region.  Again, the methodology sub-group undertook to synthesize the difficulties 

encountered in the pilot exercises, resolve any problems, and finalize the 

methodology for presentation to the DPPC.  While the methodology being tested was 

in fact the household economy approach, the consultant and members of the 

methodology sub-group referred to it as “the new methodology” so as not to evoke 

the specter of the previous debacle.   

And again, the DPPC proved to be the main obstacle in resolving conflicts 

about the methodology.  This time, rather than insisting on the use of the qualitative 

rating system, the DPPC commissioner insisted that the assessment be conducted by 



209 
 

 

woreda, rather than livelihood zone.121  The insistence on woreda-level analysis was 

prompted by the federal government’s decentralization policy, which dictated that as 

many administrative functions as possible should be carried out at the woreda level, 

in order to increase local capacity for solving local problems.  This literally brought 

discussions to a screeching halt, as representatives of Save the Children-UK and 

FEWS NET tried to explain that conducting the analysis by woreda would entail 

hundreds of individual baseline assessments, as well as current year assessments, 

which would take far too much time and require far too many personnel (there are 

around 560 woredas in Ethiopia).  On the other hand, there would likely be many 

fewer livelihood zones, as how people make a living would cross over woreda 

boundaries and provide a slightly higher level of aggregation.  For example, a 2002 

study conducted in Amhara Region indicated that a single livelihood zone covered 

four woredas (Sandford, 2002). Still, the DPPC’s desire to conduct needs assessment 

by woreda became a major sticking point.  

 Other issues specific to the HEA methodology arose during the pilot testing.  

These issues were most commonly raised by DPPC early warning personnel 

participating in the pilot testing, and while the FEG consultant was extremely 

frustrated, they seemed to an outsider (myself) to be reasonable concerns about the 

proceedings.  Problems included defining livelihood zones and reference years in 

regions with considerable variability due to complex topography; averaging village 

level interviews into a “typical picture” for wealth groups, which involves dropping 

                                                 
121 A livelihood zone is a geographical unit in which most people make their living by fairly similar 
means.  It differs from an agro-ecological zone, which is mainly based on altitude.  The DPPC uses 
agro-ecological zones, while classic HEA uses livelihood or food economy zones.   
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extreme cases; distinguishing chronic from acute vulnerability; introducing biases 

through purposive sampling of villages; and the need to retrain existing staff and 

recruit new staff for the resource-intensive gathering of baseline and current year 

information (King, 2004).  DPPC leadership latched onto these objections as a means 

of bringing the methodology under further scrutiny, while Save the Children-UK, 

FEG, and FEWS NET personnel struggled to explain that these were not really 

problems with the methodology, or at least they were not insurmountable.  The FEG 

consultants felt that the DPPC personnel simply did not understand the methodology 

properly, and that once they did, their objections to it would disappear.  However, it 

seems likely that, given the particular history of HEA in Ethiopia, the DPPC 

personnel were suspicious of the “new” methodology and likely to resist efforts to 

introduce it as the official national needs assessment methodology.  Moreover, 

considerable resources had been invested in developing the DPPC’s own system, and 

adopting a radically different needs assessment methodology had implications for the 

early warning and monitoring systems, which would likely have to be adapted in 

order to feed appropriate information into needs assessments.   

 From this account, it is clear that the struggle over needs assessment 

methodology in Ethiopia can be understood in a number of different ways.  It is a 

struggle between interested individuals and organizations, in part over their concepts 

of famine and how to measure it, as well as preferred responses.  It is rendered more 

intractable by the increasing complexity of the humanitarian playing field and the 

institutional structures of aid.  It is also an example of what happens when technical 

standards, which contain and produce their own politics, are brought into an already 
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politically turbulent environment (e.g. Lampland and Star, forthcoming).  While none 

of these interpretations provides a complete explanation, together they point towards 

why the efforts of some powerful actors to promote a particular methodology have 

met with such difficulty in this particular case.  Advocates of HEA seem to agree that 

Ethiopia has been one of the hardest nuts for them to crack; in their view, the 

methodology has been used successfully in such a variety of contexts that they cannot 

understand the DPPC’s reluctance to adopt it.  From the DPPC’s perspective, on the 

other hand, HEA is not only a potentially costly and not necessarily workable 

replacement for their already existing system, but it also represents a potential threat 

to their primacy in determining food aid needs. 

Ethiopia’s Relief and Rehabilitation Commission and its early warning system 

came into being when early warning was dominated by what is called the “food 

balance sheet,” in keeping with what Amartya Sen termed the food availability 

decline approach. According to this approach, which has predominated since the 19th 

century, famine is a result of a drop in overall food supply, generally caused by a 

natural disaster such as drought.  In this view, famine is a problem of aggregate food 

supply for a country or a region.  The food balance sheet, championed by the United 

Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and its Global Information and 

Early Warning System (GIEWS – established in 1975), totals up the actual or 

estimated crop production for a country, estimates the country’s food needs based on 

current population figures, and calculates the “food gap” that would need to be filled 

with food aid (FAO, 2001).  The food balance sheet is still used by the FAO, despite 

many criticisms.  The most common critique is that the food balance sheet tends to 
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assume that overall food production is distributed equally throughout a country, while 

many countries such as Ethiopia lack the basic infrastructure and markets to move 

surplus food from one part of the country to another.  The DPPC Early Warning 

Department, while not explicitly employing food balance sheets, currently monitors a 

set of early warning indicators associated with aggregate food supply (e.g. weather, 

crop conditions, livestock health, water and pasture availability, market prices for 

crops and livestock, and food aid distribution).  Its main purpose is keeping track of 

food aid needs throughout the country, by calculating, in one form or another, a food 

gap. 

While the DPPC system has undergone some conceptual changes, such as a 

“shift from food supply monitoring to food access monitoring” (Early Warning 

Department, 2000, p. 19), many Ethiopian early warning experts acknowledge that 

the “official” cause of famine and food crises in Ethiopia is drought, regardless of 

what the indicators say.  As one WFP officer stated, “It is practically government 

policy that famine is caused by drought in Ethiopia.”  One of the reasons for the 

persistence of drought as a cause is that it is much easier to garner sympathy for 

drought victims than for victims of bad rural planning or policies.  As a result, the 

system continues to focus on supply indicators, such as crop production estimates.  

(See Table 2.1 for a list of indicators associated with this approach.)  

HEA, on the other hand, is an explicit effort to operationalize Amartya Sen’s 

entitlement approach.  As discussed in Chapter Two, Sen precipitated a major change 

in thinking about famine causation and response, proposing that famine was caused 

by lack of access to food rather than lack of food overall. Sen’s approach also showed 
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that not all people are affected by famine in the same way, which led to an increased 

interest in effects of famine at the individual and household level, rather than national 

or regional levels.  HEA, in attempting to operationalize this understanding, focuses 

on household level access to food as it differs among socio-economic groups with 

different livelihoods, or ownership relations – the basis for a person’s ability to 

command a commodity or group of commodities like food.  Moreover, individuals 

and households are somewhat flexible in their efforts to obtain food, and during times 

of hardship will resort to various coping strategies, from labor migration to sale of 

assets, in order to increase their access.  These are also incorporated into the 

assessment. 

So, on a fundamental level, what is at stake in the struggle over methodology 

is a concept of what famine is and what to do about it.  What is at stake in the 

differing concepts of famine is how the donor community and those who fund famine 

relief are likely to respond to a crisis.  Early warning experts widely recognize that 

responses to food shortages caused by drought – famine as a natural disaster – are far 

more likely to be forthcoming and generous than responses to rural peoples’ inability 

to obtain food from the market – famine as an economic disaster.  Donors regard the 

latter as more likely to have a policy fix and be the result of bad governance, 

corruption, or other human ills, while the former is seen as outside of human control.  

This is perhaps why the Ethiopian “policy” that famine is caused by drought has 

persisted for so long, despite much analysis revealing that famine is a combination of 

economic, political, social, cultural, and environmental factors, and that drought need 

not cause famine (e.g. see Sen, 1981). 
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 However, there is more than concept of famine at stake.  Early warning 

experts in Ethiopia continually point to how many more actors there are on the 

ground than there were 20 years ago.  There are many more organizations involved in 

early warning, needs assessment, and famine relief, and much of the growth has been 

in the nongovernmental sector, with over 300 NGOs registered in Ethiopia, around 

half of these indigenous, and the other half international (Clark, 2000).  NGOs are 

involved in a combination of development and relief efforts, and their position within 

Ethiopia and their activities are largely shaped by the governmental and international 

responses to the major crises of 1973-74 and 1984-85.  International NGOs played a 

major role in response to these crises, and they continue to predominate to this day.  

International NGOs represented in the Early Warning Working Group include Save 

the Children-UK, CARE, Catholic Relief Services, the Ethiopian Red Cross Society, 

Oxfam, and World Vision.  The only local NGO that sent a representative to the 

meetings in 2004-05 was the Relief Society of Tigray (REST); it has a long working 

relationship with the DPPC, and a longer history in famine relief dating back to the 

1984-85 famine (see Duffield and Prendergast, 1994). 

One of the driving forces behind the expansion of the international NGO 

sector has been what Christopher Clapham (1996) termed the “privatization of 

diplomacy.” This post-Cold War development allows government agencies to be 

bypassed as emergency relief efforts are increasingly delivered through private 

organizations funded by donor governments. As de Waal points out, the “deregulation 

of relief” began in the 1980s, with the expansion of the “charitable market” as donors 

increasingly channeled emergency funds through NGOs (1997, p. 79). With the end 
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of the Cold War and its superpower competition, the international relations regime 

became more explicitly interventionist. External actors, particularly international 

institutions (chiefly the UN agencies) and NGOs, became like “private traders, bent 

on establishing their own networks in collaboration with appropriate African 

partners” (Clapham, 1996, p. 249).  In particular, relief operations spearheaded by 

external NGOs, as was the case in the 1984-85 famine, “overwhelmed the resources 

of indigenous governments, which – already overstretched by the initial disaster itself 

– were quite unable to cope with them” (p. 259).  The privatization of diplomacy 

“helped to increase the scope and legitimacy of nongovernmental relief operations,” 

which were redefined “as a universal humanitarian obligation, rather than as an 

intervention in the affairs of sovereign states” (ibid.).   

 This has been the legacy of the 1984-85 famine in Ethiopia, and relations 

between international NGOs and Ethiopian government agencies are still largely 

based on patterns established at this time.  The massive scale of the famine of 1984-

85 and the international response it triggered made it nearly impossible for the 

government to exclude international NGOs from relief efforts, despite earlier efforts 

to suppress the nongovernmental sector.  Instead, the Marxist government then in 

power allowed the expansion of NGO operations within Ethiopia, but attempted to 

control these operations through the coordinating efforts of the Relief and 

Rehabilitation Commission.  Because Western donors generally regarded the Marxist 

government with suspicion, international NGOs operating within the country, such as 

World Vision and Catholic Relief Services, were their preferred partners.  
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Despite the expansion of the NGO sector following the downfall of the 

Marxist government in the early 1990s, in the area of famine relief a centralized 

model with considerable involvement by international NGOs has remained.  Early 

warning and needs assessments are coordinated through the Early Warning Working 

Group, which is led by the DPPC, and relief distributions are generally coordinated 

through the DPPC.  However, many working group members acknowledged that 

during a crisis, when the need to act quickly is felt, international organizations will 

conduct their own assessments in order to program their own resources, often without 

consulting the DPPC.122  Donor agencies also fund and provision relief operations 

through NGOs as well as the government.  USAID’s food aid branch, Food For 

Peace, “makes commodity donations to Cooperating Sponsors (Private Voluntary 

Organizations, Cooperatives, and International Organization Agencies) to address the 

need of food security in both through [sic] 5-year development projects and through 

emergency food assistance” (Food for Peace, n.d.).  For example, the agency’s NGO 

implementing partners for food distribution through its Joint Emergency Operation 

Plan (JEOP) in Ethiopia include Catholic Relief Services, CARE, Food for the 

Hungry, and World Vision, as well as the local NGO the Relief Society of Tigray 

(REST).  JEOP has been seen as working outside of and overlapping with the 

Ethiopian government’s relief efforts (Lautze et al., 2003).123  In terms of needs 

assessment, USAID has also been active, promoting the Household Economy 

                                                 
122 This phenomenon is not restricted to food security assessments; for example, Bowker (2000) notes 
that because of the complexities of fossil classification, geologists working for petroleum companies 
produce their own classifications, which are not accessible to scientists.  
123 JEOP is just one example of USAID’s collaboration with NGOs and other international 
organizations in Ethiopia. 
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Approach through Save the Children UK and FEWS NET, by providing funding for 

the pilot testing of the methodology. 

 The picture is complicated by the fact that HEA is not the only game in town, 

and therefore its advocates are pressured to “prove” that it really does work better 

than any other possible contender.  Each organization involved in famine relief has its 

own methods of assessing needs for its own operations and programs.  As each 

organization struggles for a bigger piece of a smaller pie (levels of official assistance 

have been declining in recent years), they have become more adept at marketing their 

“product” to donor governments.  Save the Children UK’s commitment to promoting 

HEA in Ethiopia is an example of this.  It has enlisted USAID, via FEWS NET, in its 

efforts to further its cause with the Ethiopian government.  USAID administrators, for 

their part, indicate that the adoption of an already existing methodology saves the 

time and expense of developing something from scratch (or trying to fix the DPPC’s 

methodology, which they regard as permanently broken).  However, practitioners in 

other organizations remain skeptical of HEA’s workability on a national scale, given 

all of the problems encountered in the pilot testing and the fact that no needs 

assessment methodology has been demonstrated to be superior through any sort of 

rigorous testing.  

 In this complex political climate surrounding famine relief, considerable 

distrust between governmental and international agencies, including NGOs, persists 

(although this is somewhat mitigated by experts’ tendency to separate the technical 

from the political in their work and interactions, a phenomenon that will be taken up 

in the next chapter).  It is no wonder, then, that given the amount of external 
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involvement in developing Ethiopia’s famine early warning and needs assessment 

systems, there is some resistance to yet another attempt to change these systems from 

the outside.  DPPC employees note the frequency of international consultants that 

come through the Early Warning Department and work on aspects of the system, but 

leave just as quickly without necessarily having finished their work.  These efforts are 

often greeted with skepticism, though DPPC staff continue to welcome assistance 

because of their own lack of resources.  Given the particular history of Save the 

Children UK’s efforts to introduce HEA in Ethiopia, it is unlikely current efforts 

would be met without similar skepticism if not outright resistance. 

 Thus, the struggle over needs assessment methodology in Ethiopia must also 

be seen in view of what happens when attempts to standardize encounter local politics 

and circumstances.  USAID’s support of HEA represents an effort to introduce a 

standardized methodology into emergency needs assessment.  While the methodology 

itself is flexible and has been adapted to a wide variety of circumstances, the basic 

conceptual framework and data collection practices remain the same in each instance 

of its application across the globe.  The move to standardize is very powerful, with 

deep historical roots in the modern West.  As Timmermans and Berg point out in their 

study of standardization in health care, “the notion that predictability, accountability, 

and objectivity will follow uniformity belongs to the Enlightenment master narratives 

promising progress through increased rationality and control” (2003, p. 8).  These 

master narratives are very much part of humanitarian discourse, and are evident in 

discussions about the benefits of HEA. 
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For example, one of the strengths of the methodology, according to its 

advocates, is that “because the [household] economy framework logically organizes 

and structures different types and levels of information, it provides a powerful 

impetus for coordinated information gathering and analysis, helping to build 

consensus around findings and conclusions, leading to faster and more accurate 

decision-making” (Boudreau and Coutts, 2002, p. vi).  Thus, according to 

practitioners, it has a sort of internal objectivity based on consensus achieved during 

fieldwork and analysis. In addition, the results are considered more believable by 

outsiders because they are the product of what is perceived as a rigorous 

methodology, not subject to political or individual manipulation.  This, for many, 

makes it a trustworthy methodology (e.g., see Porter, 1995, for a discussion of how 

the perception of objectivity contributes to the trustworthiness of a discipline). 

Moreover, using the methodology broadly allows the results to be comparable and 

translatable across contexts, which also would facilitate programming decisions for 

organizations that operate globally.  HEA results in Ethiopia can be compared to 

HEA results in Afghanistan, which allows for the global prioritizing of resource 

distribution. 

 Therefore, in many ways it would make sense to adopt the methodology in 

Ethiopia.  It has a proven track record in other countries; it is highly regarded by 

experts in different organizations, as well as by donor agencies; and there is a pre-

existing organizational support base for it in Ethiopia, in the Save the Children-UK 

offices, as well as FEWS NET and USAID.  Save the Children-UK food security 
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experts are trained in HEA, and can pass their training on to DPPC staff as well as 

those in other organizations involved in emergency needs assessment.   

 However, the apparent strengths of the methodology are also the source of 

some of the most serious objections to it in the Ethiopian context.  Frequent 

objections were raised when HEA advocates pointed out that HEA had been 

successfully applied in many different countries.  “Ethiopia is not like those other 

countries,” was the most common objection, indicating a belief that just because the 

methodology works in, say, Tanzania, doesn’t mean it will work in the particular 

conditions that exist in Ethiopia.  This objection stemmed from a combination their 

belief that Ethiopia’s food security problems are unique (Ethiopia is the poorest 

country, most prone to famine, etc.) and a sense of nationalism.124 Likewise, 

Ethiopian experts had doubts about the objectivity and accuracy of the methodology, 

because of the subjective nature of decisions made during the fieldwork in the pilot 

testing.  They were troubled by the choice of a baseline year, the classification of the 

livelihood zones, and the ability of farmers to remember and accurately report 

specifics about their crop production and cash income over a period of several years.  

In short, they recognized the need to generalize, but were skeptical of the means by 

which HEA arrived at its generalizations.   

Finally, there was recognition by not only the DPPC staff but also all 

members of the methodology sub-group that the adoption of HEA as Ethiopia’s 

official needs assessment methodology would require massive recruitment and 

                                                 
124 Many Ethiopians from the highlands express a strong sense of national pride, often termed 
“Ethiopian exceptionalism,” based on the antiquity of Ethiopian civilization and the fact that it was 
never successfully colonized by Europeans; indeed, for this reason they often do not consider 
themselves to be African (e.g. see Sorenson, 1993). 
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training before DPPC personnel throughout the country would be capable of carrying 

out HEA assessments, which would most likely give Save the Children-UK a 

significant presence in emergency needs assessment as well as a lucrative training 

contract for years to come.  It would also require modifications to the existing early 

warning and monitoring systems in order to harmonize them with the needs 

assessments, implying that the resources already sunk into developing the DPPC 

systems have essentially been wasted.  Interestingly, around the time that the pilot 

testing of HEA was underway, UNICEF, a long-time backer of the DPPC Early 

Warning Department, was funding the training of regional, zonal and woreda level 

DPPC staff in implementing the DPPC early warning and monitoring systems. This 

considerable investment in the existing system would be lost with the adoption of a 

different methodology.   

 In this way, DPPC staff and leadership were responding to the political 

consequences of adopting a standardized needs assessment methodology.  

Timmermans and Berg draw attention to the politics of standards themselves; 

standards are “political entities because they reorder practices and change the position 

of different actors.  They do not do so in and of themselves, but only as part of a 

network in which their own properties emerge with those of the human and 

nonhuman actors they affect” (2003, p. 22).  Thus, the politics of standards, and 

standardized procedures, reside not merely in the surrounding regulatory 

environment, but in the standards and procedures themselves, as they transform 

practices and reposition actors.  However, and perhaps for this reason, as Bowker and 

Star point out, “we know from a long and gory history of attempts to standardize 
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information systems that standards do not remain standard for very long, and one 

person’s standard is another person’s confusion and mess” (1999, p. 293).  Standards 

and classification systems are thus products of political struggles, which, once 

resolved, become buried and invisible to the outside world, yet have very real 

material effects on the realities that they define.  Methodologies such as HEA and 

their products are the outcomes of such political struggles, and attempts to apply them 

in different contexts will necessarily encounter other political struggles, into which 

the methodology must be integrated.  Moreover, the politics of the methodologies 

themselves have the potential to transform these struggles.  This is clearly the case in 

this example, not simply because interested parties are vying over which 

methodology wins, but because of their recognition that whichever methodology wins 

potentially changes the terms by which problems are defined and solutions are 

proposed.  In other words, whether famine is understood and measured as a problem 

of aggregate food supply affecting a geographical area or a household’s inability to 

lay claim to adequate food to meet its needs has a potential effect on how 

organizations respond to famine. 

These issues become particularly acute when emergency needs assessments 

classify groups of people as needing or not needing certain kinds of humanitarian 

assistance, in other words when lives are at stake.  In light of this, DPPC staff 

objections that HEA somehow masks the “real situation” by averaging across wealth 

groups or livelihood zones, or even by dividing populations into such groups in 

seemingly arbitrary ways, reflect unease at the classifications reproduced in the 

methodology.  However, the DPPC methodology produces its own classifications, 
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which are not necessarily more or less reflective of the “real situation.”  Using either 

system, in the calculus so important to early warning experts and relief workers, 

mistakes could be made and people could die.  The choice between methodologies 

becomes a choice about whose classifications have the most acceptable 

consequences, not simply which methodology is best.  One way of thinking about this 

is in terms of the DPPC’s concern that HEA will potentially reduce food aid from 

donors by reducing the number of people classified as beneficiaries, which is one of 

the reasons the methodology is attractive to donors.  The donors perceive the DPPC’s 

concern as a reflection of their desire to preserve the status quo, while DPPC staff 

expressed their fear that cutting levels of food aid in certain cases could in fact lead to 

further suffering on the part of the Ethiopian people.  Standardized methodologies do 

allow for certain comparisons across contexts, but the fact that in so doing they can 

mask important differences, which have political consequences, requires attention.  

This chapter has argued that methodological debates are in fact political 

debates.  Different methodologies are developed and advanced by different agencies 

with different agendas; these agendas become incorporated into the methodologies.  

This, the intense methodological disputes in Ethiopia have actually been surrogates 

for political struggles between agencies to determine whose approach to measuring 

famine need would predominate.  Thus far, there is no single victor; these agencies 

continue to operate alongside as well as in collaboration with each other.  Indeed, 

given the multiplicity of actors involved, as well as their conflicting organizational 

imperatives, once would expect there to be considerable contestation generally over 

the results that famine early warning systems produce.  Despite the methodological 
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conflicts, however, there is often considerable agreement among early warning 

experts and early warning reports.  The next chapter addresses why this could be so, 

and what happens when different results are reported by different systems.
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Chapter Four: 

Trust in Experts? Objectivity, Consensus, and Transparency  

in Famine Early Warning 

 

“The achievement of objectivity is closely linked to capacities for survival.”  

Kenneth J. Gergen, The Mechanical Self  
and the Rhetoric of Objectivity 

 

 The primary goal of famine early warning is to provide organizations 

responsible for famine relief with accurate, timely information regarding where and 

when a food crisis is likely to occur and how extensive it is likely to be.  Early 

warning experts want responding agencies to use the information they provide to 

program their response.  Given this, it would seem that the accuracy of the 

information would be extremely important, particularly since potentially there are 

lives at stake.  However, there are times when accuracy is less important than other 

values, in part because of the complexity of the early warning endeavor.  As the last 

two chapters have shown, famine early warning systems are a convergence of several 

applied sciences in a complex institutional terrain, informing decisions that are often 

contentious.  Sources of data range from satellites to agricultural extension agents, 

and different kinds of information are processed by a variety of experts in different 

organizations.  Because of their reliance on different sources and different disciplines, 

results can vary across systems. When there are conflicting results, early warning 

experts need to be able to justify their system’s reports in order to maintain their 

credibility with responding agencies.  Moreover, even when there is agreement 
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among systems that a crisis is emerging, but they feel that the donor community is 

reluctant to respond, early warning experts try to find ways to convey the legitimacy 

and urgency of their collective results.  A number of practices have emerged within 

the early warning community to reinforce their legitimacy and credibility.  As this 

chapter will show, these practices involve making choices among different values, 

particularly objectivity, accuracy, consensus, independence, transparency, and 

autonomy.  These choices have implications for which data sources and 

methodologies are preferable, as well as who is authorized to provide early warning 

information.  Such choices are thus inherently political, though they are often made 

expressed in terms of improving technical operations. 

People working in humanitarian agencies, as in many other kinds of 

organizations, want to base their activities on sound, accurate information derived 

from impartial sources, and they don’t want to get it wrong.  Those who operate early 

warning systems seek to provide information that responding organizations will 

perceive in this way, in the interest of maintaining their legitimacy as well as their 

jobs.  Both donor representatives and early warning experts are wary of the sorts of 

political biases that many analysts blamed for the failings of the response to the mid-

1980s famine that claimed so many lives in the Horn of Africa and the Sahel. 

Therefore, the question of “objectivity” is particularly acute.  However, the process of 

asserting objectivity occurs amid often intense conflicts over what should be 

considered the best sources of data and the best methodologies for collecting and 

processing data.  Moreover, “accurate” and “objective” are not synonymous.  For 

example, many early warning experts and donor agency representatives consider 
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satellite imagery to be objective – commonly expressing a belief that satellites don’t 

have politics – but in many cases it can be inaccurate. This example will be discussed 

further in this chapter; for the moment it is important to understand that while early 

warning experts strive to provide information that system users will consider not only 

accurate but also objective, there can be tension between these two values. The 

ultimate solution would be to provide information that appears both objective and 

accurate, though this is not always possible in practice.   

Two other values that have become important in famine early warning are 

consensus and transparency.  These are in part tied to the value of objectivity, as 

objective information is often considered to be achieved through consensus-driven 

and transparent practices, but they are also valued in their own right.  Early warning 

experts from different systems strive for consensus in order to both validate their own 

results and reduce confusion among decision makers in responding agencies.  

Moreover, consensus gives weight to controversial results; if numerous early warning 

systems release similar information in their reports, those reports have greater 

credibility.  The almost universal recognition of the importance of consensus is a 

result of both external pressures, especially from donors, and the working 

relationships of experts from different organizations who interact with each other on a 

regular basis.  Experts form consensus around data sources – which sets of numbers 

to use and which to ignore – and consensus is built in to early warning and needs 

assessment methodologies as well.  However, consensus has its limits, as when a 

crisis occurs organizations tend to want their own sources of information, and even 

within something like the Early Warning Working Group, whose members meet 
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regularly and have frequent contact with each other, there can be surprises.  

Nevertheless, members of the group will work hard to achieve consensus, often at the 

expense of what they would consider accurate or precise results.  As with objectivity, 

the choice to seek consensus has trade-offs.  Sometimes early warning systems will 

give up their independent results in order to support the consensus of the broader 

early warning community.  This can lead to difficult decisions, as the parent agencies 

of early warning systems also want to appear more proficient than their peers, often 

desiring to “scoop” other agencies with the earliest report of an impending crisis. 

However, they don’t want to be perceived as being wrong.  Achieving consensus can 

thus help shore up the credibility of their information.   

Unlike consensus, transparency – the disclosure of data sources and analysis 

methods as well as the opening up of data collection and analysis processes to outside 

observers – has come to be valued in early warning chiefly because of pressure from 

donors.   They want to know why a particular amount of money, food, or other aid is 

needed.  Both donor agency representatives and early warning experts see 

transparency as a safeguard against both political corruption and technical error, and 

in the case of Ethiopia, the rewards of transparency have been notable.  With the 

institution of multi-agency assessments following the debates about early warning 

and needs assessment in 1996, donors began funding a much higher percentage of 

Ethiopia’s annual appeal. However, like consensus and objectivity, transparency 

comes at a cost.  In this case, early warning experts sacrifice some of their 

professional autonomy in order for their practices to remain transparent.  Autonomy 

is fairly important in early warning – indeed, one of the reasons so many systems 
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exists is because each agency wants its own independent source of information.  

Moreover, different organizations persist in using the methodologies they have 

developed for data collection and analysis, and they continue to conduct their own 

assessments, sometimes without informing the DPPC or their Early Warning 

Working Group colleagues.  Even so, early warning experts have come to count 

transparency as one of the main values that make a good early warning system.   

 Choices among these different values – objectivity, accuracy, consensus, 

independence, transparency, autonomy – are not automatic outcomes of the technical 

operations of famine early warning systems, though they are sometimes presented as 

such.  Rather, they represent decisions that have emerged from both external 

pressures on the early warning community by their organizations’ administrative 

bosses, donor agencies, and governments (including the Ethiopian government), as 

well as the working relationships among experts from different systems.  While 

choices between values are often made to uphold the technical merits of an early 

warning system or of the endeavor of early warning itself, and thereby avoid 

appearing political, these value choices themselves are inherently political, as they 

determine which sources of information will be considered valid or worthy of 

reporting, and which will not.  This chapter explores the trade-offs involved in 

producing what both early warning experts and donors consider to be actionable early 

warning information, and how these have played out in particular examples drawn 

from the 2002-2003 famine and its aftermath, as well as the effort to develop an 

objective, consensus-driven and transparent early warning system and needs 

assessment methodology for Ethiopia.  In particular, nearly every early warning 
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expert and donor representative that I interviewed named objectivity as the single 

most important characteristic of a viable early warning system.  Therefore, the 

chapter begins with a discussion of the concept of objectivity, followed by how 

objectivity is pursued in famine early warning practice.  This is followed by similar 

elaborations on consensus and transparency.   

  

Defining Objectivity in Practice 

 

The concept of objectivity has a complex history encompassing many fields of 

practice, among them journalism, law, history, and numerous sciences and social 

sciences.  Moreover, objectivity has been an integral part of discipline making in the 

sciences and social sciences since the 19th century.  It does not mean the same thing in 

all disciplines, and disciplines have used different aspects of objectivity to distinguish 

themselves during processes of institutionalization or professionalization.  For 

example, in setting out The Nature of Geography, one of the foundational texts of the 

discipline in America, Richard Hartshorne emphasized objectivity as distanced 

narration and scientific representation, rather than the certainty of visual observation, 

in order to stake geography’s claim to “immaterial phenomena” not observable to the 

eye such as culture, as well as the observable materiality of the earth (Jones, 1995, p. 

78).  The assertion of objectivity in geography also served its legitimation in the 

American academy against not only geology but also the established disciplines of 

history, sociology, political science and economics, not to mention amateurs – 

travelers, naturalists and others who provided their own accounts of topics covered by 
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the emerging discipline. Similar accounts exist of objectivity’s role in shaping, for 

example, the discipline of history (Novick, 1988), as well as law and journalism 

(Schudson, 1976).    

On a “common sense” level, objectivity as an effort to provide an unbiased, 

accurate representation of the world seems fairly straightforward.  However, a vast 

body of literature in philosophy, history, and the social sciences has emerged around 

the concept, particularly as it has been called into question because of developments 

in postmodern, feminist, postcolonial, and poststructuralist theory. This literature 

reveals the complex sets of meanings that underlie the term.  On the one hand, 

objectivity seems to refer to a number of distinct phenomena, ranging from a “just the 

facts, ma’am” approach in describing phenomena or events to the replicability of 

results in scientific experiments. As Kenneth Gergen points out, objectivity as a 

personal characteristic, a state of mind, is impossible to achieve because of the 

required separation of material and the mental to distinguish subject from object, as 

well as the need to ascertain the accuracy of one’s own mental representations of 

experience and identifications of phenomena in the world.  In response to this, 

communities that desire to claim objectivity, such as scientists, journalists, and 

judges, have resorted to relying on the testimony of multiple observers to control for 

the biases of the individual. Because of the importance of objectivity over a broad 

range of such communities, “there must be modes of conduct that do meet communal 

criteria for objectivity in action” (1994, p. 270).  Objectivity, Gergen maintains, is 

thus a “textual achievement,” a rhetorical practice, as objectivity is typically judged 
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not through the direct monitoring of individuals’ practices by the broader community 

but rather “in response to samples of language” (p. 271).   

Numerous rhetorical devices exist for achieving a sense of objectivity; some 

of the most powerful are linked to a mechanical view of self that has become 

associated with objectivity.  This view relies on the separation of object and subject 

(the real world and those who seek to know it), the visual nature of the objective 

world (vision is the objective sense), the importance of detail and causal relationships, 

the passivity and detachment of the observer, and the “purification of the lens” 

through which the observer views the external world (p. 280).  The ultimate outcome 

of this process is not entirely desirable, Gergen maintains: “Not only does the 

discourse of objectivity generate and sustain unwarranted hierarchies of privilege – 

along with an accompanying array of prejudices, hostilities, and conflicts – but many 

voices are thereby excluded from full participation in the culture’s constructions of 

the good and the real” (p. 283).  Therefore, one important aspect of understanding the 

effects of claims to objectivity is to recognize what exclusions they produce.  In the 

case of famine early warning, this question becomes particularly acute, for as this 

chapter’s epigraph suggests, survival quite literally may be at stake. 

One step towards recognizing the exclusions produced by objectivity claims is 

identifying the particular form or tradition of objectivity in question. In his 

introduction to Rethinking Objectivity, Allan Megill (1994) delineates four senses of 

objectivity: absolute, as in faithful representations of reality; disciplinary, as in 

consensus among a particular research community, dialectical, as in the constitution 

of objects through interaction between subject and object; and procedural, as in 
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impersonal methods of investigation or administration.  Each of these senses has a 

particular relation to what is often put forth as objectivity’s other (to evoke the title of 

yet another collection of papers on the concept – Natter et al., 1995): subjectivity.  

“Absolute objectivity attempts to expel subjectivity, as does procedural objectivity; 

disciplinary objectivity attempts to subordinate subjectivity to the judgment of the 

group.  But the cat keeps coming back.  Subjectivity is fundamental to the dialectical 

sense of objectivity… [and] a particular style of subjectivity is implied, and even 

produced, by commitment to absolute and procedural objectivity” (Megill, 1994, p. 

14).  Each of these forms of objectivity, while encompassed by a single word, has a 

distinct history and relationship to modern social/scientific practice. From this 

account, it seems that just as if it has become possible to talk of multiple 

subjectivities, we should be speaking of “objectivities” rather than “objectivity.” 

Likewise, Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, in their account of the 

moralization of objectivity in late nineteenth century science, point out that the 

modern concept of objectivity “mixes rather than integrates disparate components, 

which are historically and conceptually distinct” (1992, p. 82).  Different ideals such 

as empirical reliability, procedural correctness, and emotional detachment comprise 

the “elements that historical pressures have fused together into our current 

conglomerate notion of objectivity” (ibid.) What Daston and Galison term 

“noninterventionist” or “mechanical” objectivity, the attempt to remove the self from 

scientific accounts that became desirable from the late nineteenth century, was just 

one possible way of being “true to nature.”  Moreover, this form of objectivity 

became a moral imperative, “the all-too-human scientists must, as a matter of duty, 
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restrain themselves from imposing their hopes, expectations, generalizations, 

aesthetics, even ordinary language on the image of nature” (p. 81).   However, other 

forms of objectivity exist, and Daston and Galison caution that “the highest 

expressions of objectivity in one mode may seem worthless when judged by the 

standards of another mode” (p. 123).   Their account serves as a reminder that when a 

group of practitioners assert their objectivity, it is worth examining what form of 

objectivity they are asserting at the expense of what other possibilities, and what that 

means in relation to their practice.   

Theodore Porter distinguishes between disciplinary and mechanical 

objectivity in his account of “how strategies of quantification work in an economy of 

personal and public knowledge, of trust and suspicion” (1995, p. 200). The former 

refers to “the ability to reach consensus” within a disciplinary community, and is 

characteristic of stronger, more established disciplines (p. 3).  The latter comes into 

play “where a consensus of experts is hard to reach, or where it does not satisfy 

outsiders,” and it refers to “following the rules” as a “check on subjectivity” to “make 

it impossible for personal biases or preferences to affect the outcome of an 

investigation” (p. 4). Mechanical objectivity is thus contrasted to the expertise based 

on experience or know-how characteristic of disciplinary objectivity.   

Porter traces the increasing reliance on quantification and standardization, as 

“technologies of distance,” to the need for mechanical objectivity because of not only 

developments within disciplines, but pressures from without. Standards shore up new 

or weak disciplines: “The extraordinary modern success of inferential statistics must 

be understood partly as a response to conditions of mistrust and exposure to 
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outsiders” to which newer and weaker disciplines have been subjected (200).  This 

has been particularly true for applied fields, because 

mechanical objectivity is especially prominent where inside and 
outside are not sharply differentiated. Applied fields, at least those that 
bear on matters of policy, are almost always exposed to scrutiny and 
criticism by the interests they affect. As more and more science is 
supported by the state for practical purposes, the category of the 
‘applied field’ has expanded to include most research. Public 
responsibility, if it is even mildly enforced, breaks down the 
boundaries around the research community and makes it necessary to 
satisfy a larger audience. (p. 229) 
 

This would suggest that times when early warning experts assert their objectivity the 

most strenuously are times when they have the greatest need of asserting themselves 

to powerful outsiders, particularly donor governments, the larger audience that they 

must satisfy. Indeed, as we will see, early warning experts express the most concern 

for achieving objective results through the use of objective methodologies to process 

data from objective sources when they are concerned about outside agreement with 

their results. 

 However, how early warning experts themselves define objectivity also makes 

a difference for how they enact it (or would like to) in their work.  In their study of 

standardization in health care through the application of evidence-based medicine, 

Timmermans and Berg indicate that the distinction Porter makes between disciplinary 

and mechanical objectivity is not necessarily clear cut, nor does it take into account 

all possible notions of objectivity that particular fields strive for.  In Porter’s account, 

as disciplines become stronger they move from a reliance on mechanical objectivity 

to one on disciplinary objectivity; the two forms of objectivity are distinct, relying on 
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entirely different sources of authority (rules vs. expertise).  In their study of the 

adoption of guidelines by insurance physicians, Timmermans and Berg found that 

“embracing guidelines to support a profession’s status did not go hand in hand with a 

concurrent transfer of decision power from judgment to mechanical rules” (2003, p. 

139).  The guidelines, which would seem to be a means of establishing mechanical 

objectivity, in fact served to reinforce disciplinary objectivity:  “The authors and 

users of these guidelines actively created a space for the weighing of a broad array of 

diverse elements.  The guidelines defined this activity as objective medical evaluation 

– to be performed and judged only by the qualified members of the profession of 

insurance physicians” (ibid.).  In Timmermans and Berg’s analysis, the fact that the 

guidelines “actively created” a space for judgment is what separates this case from 

Porter’s analysis – it is not about merely leaving space for wielding some limited 

autonomy within an increasingly rule-bound enterprise.  

This built-in creation of space for judgment has to do with how exactly 

insurance physicians as well as guideline authors came to define objectivity: 

To objectively determine a complaint is not taken to imply that only 
that which can be quantitatively measured, or unambiguously 
observed, is valid.  Rather than opting for this frequently encountered 
interpretation of objectivity, the authors of this guideline are at pains to 
redefine objective determination to mean the controllable and 
reproducible interpretation of a wide range of medical, psychological 
and social considerations. (p. 132) 

 

There is no hierarchical preference for quantitative over qualitative information as the 

insurance physicians employ the guidelines to carry out their assessments of disability 

claims. One aspect of the process that insurance physicians sought to preserve was the 



237 
 

 

position of the client as “an active, responsible actor, whose self-interpretation and 

experience should figure as core input for the insurance physician” (p. 133).  The 

centrality of the client’s perspective is an ideological position that acknowledges that 

“treating the client as a responsible subject is the most proper and efficient way to 

stimulate him or her to (partially) return to the labor process” (ibid.).  However, this 

practice of placing the client at the center of the process does not mean that the 

insurance physician is merely a patient advocate; rather, the professional 

independence of the physicians is maintained by how they interpret the guidelines in 

their work.  As Timmermans and Berg point out, the overall emphasis of the 

guidelines in question was on reporting, not on limiting the decision-making capacity 

of the physicians; objectivity was attained through increasing transparency of the 

claim evaluation process by requiring physicians to change how they reported their 

decisions, rather than how they made them, thus retaining the sense of objectivity as 

producing controllable, verifiable, and reproducible results.  Again, this emphasis on 

transparency could indicate an emphasis on mechanical objectivity – increasing the 

potential for outside observation and control.  However, the new reporting practices 

were enacted in such a way as to limit the sphere of potential witnesses, through the 

use of jargon: “Objectivity, then, implies witnessable, observable, and verifiable by 

relevant others – and those others are quite clearly circumscribed” (p. 137).   

Timmermans and Berg point out some of the contradictions contained in the 

insurance physicians’ attempts to redefine objectivity in their practices (e.g. claim 

evaluation reports are not transparent to the clients but only to knowledgeable 

insiders).  They also point out that the guidelines might only be a temporary solution, 
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as “they might be contested by policy makers desiring a more unequivocal uniformity 

in the work of insurance physicians, or by critics within the profession who believe 

that hard, quanitifiable objectivity is the only sure road to professional strength” (p. 

141).  The analysis raises some interesting questions for how objectivity is evoked in 

the theory and practice of famine early warning.  As we shall see, what could be 

recognized as mechanical and disciplinary objectivity are both at play in famine early 

warning practices.  To what extent does the definition of objectivity held by famine 

early warning experts emerge from pressures exerted by powerful outsiders?  What 

specific practices have developed to alleviate these pressures?  The remainder of this 

chapter will explore these questions. 

  

Objective Sources and the Real Situation on the Ground 

 Among early warning experts, the term “objective” can apply to both the 

source of data or information and the methodology for gathering and processing the 

information.  In either case, objectivity is considered without question both desirable 

and achievable – in fact, in Ethiopia early warning experts routinely lament not yet 

achieving a truly objective methodology, but they do feel it will happen eventually.  

In general, objective information is information that is not subject to manipulation by 

interested parties.  It is quantitative rather than qualitative, and gathered and 

processed in transparent, non-manipulable ways that can easily be crosschecked from 

other sources.  Thus, it ideally consists of direct measurements of the situation on the 

ground, or direct observations.  Information is also often perceived as reliable and 
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objective when it is widely agreed upon among experts from a number of different 

organizations (akin to disciplinary objectivity).  An objective methodology is 

“scientific,” based as much as possible on quantitative rather than qualitative data, 

and again guards against manipulation by interested parties.  Of course, which parties 

are perceived as interested depends on the position of the evaluator of the information 

– which organization they are working for or communicating to. (This will be 

discussed further below.)  Thus, objectivity derives from several different conditions 

but generally has to do with how far removed the information source or methodology 

is from the possibility of political manipulation; here again we see the 

technical/political divide discussed in Chapter Two.  The quest for objectivity is one 

way to reinforce the need to separate “politics” from the “technical” endeavor of early 

warning. 

As was seen in Chapter Three, there are many potential sources for early 

warning information, though which sources systems draw on depends on the models 

and methodologies they employ.  The DPPC’s early warning system relies heavily on 

information from the field, collected on a monthly basis by woreda-level offices.  

There are some checks and balances built into the data collection system, as one 

concern that staff at the federal level have is that, as one of them put it, “the local 

level staff can just sit at their desk and fill the format without ever going out and 

seeing what’s really happening.”125  Ideally, woreda-level early warning officers get 

their information from local community members (mainly farmers or pastoralists and 

                                                 
125 Indeed, the view of the woreda-level staff held by federal staff is generally suspicious, if not 
derogatory.  Another federal staff member told me, “The woreda guy can just go and sit under a tree 
and fill out the forms, and then he does nothing for the rest of the month.”   
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traders), as well as from other members of the woreda’s Early Warning Committee 

(see Table 4.1).  When the system was initially established in its current form (in the 

mid-1990s), there were very few, if any, woredas that had DPPC Desks (or DPPDs, 

the term for woreda-level offices), but beginning in 2003, as part of the move to 

devolve more administrative responsibility to the woreda level discussed in the last 

chapter, the DPPC began a program of hiring and training officers for the woreda 

level, with the aim of having woreda-level DPPDs established in every woreda by 

2005.126  One problem that the lack of dedicated personnel created was that early 

warning was an extra task for people who were responsible to other line ministries 

(such as Agriculture or Health) rather than the DPPC, and were therefore less likely 

to devote adequate time to monthly reporting tasks.  The creation of the committees 

was intended to mitigate this by spreading responsibility for the reports among 

several offices, though ultimately the woreda’s Ministry of Agriculture representative 

is responsible, in the absence of a woreda DPPD.  

 

Table 4.1:  Members of the Woreda Early Warning Committee 

 
Ministry of Agriculture (secretariat) 

Woreda Health Officer 

Woreda Council/Administration 

Woreda Education Officer 

Other offices as deemed necessary 

 

                                                 
126 I am not sure whether this goal has been achieved. 
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The Federal DPPC leadership view establishing woreda-level offices as a 

crucial part of improving their early warning system, as they regard woredas as the 

most important source of information:  “Through the system of Development Agents 

and Farmer Associations, as well as interviews with members of the local community, 

the most detailed grassroots level information is made available to the system.  They 

also monitor the basic early warning indicators such as crop and livestock conditions, 

wage labour opportunities, market supplies, and prices of food” (Early Warning 

Department 2000, p. 46).  This view was corroborated by the Early Warning 

Department Head, who repeatedly stated that the most important information came 

from the “grassroots” level (a term frequently used to refer to the woreda 

administration).  Aside from verification by the early warning committees, 

information provided by the woredas is also checked at the zonal or regional levels, 

and by staff in the Federal Early Warning Department.  The latter mainly compare 

woreda reports from month to month to make sure there are no major inconsistencies.  

This sort of crosschecking is meant to verify as much as possible the accuracy of the 

information provided from the woredas.  It relies primarily on the federal-level 

expert’s knowledge of the zone or woreda, as well as what has been reported by the 

woreda in the past.  According to a member of the agriculture team, federal staff 

mainly scan the forms for things that “don’t make sense” to them, given what they 

know about the area. These things that don’t make sense could indicate either 

inaccuracy in the reporting or a potential problem in the woreda; staff determine 

which is the case by further crosschecking. 
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Aside from the woreda-level reporting, other sources of information that the 

DPPC system uses include reports and crop production estimates from the Ministry of 

Agriculture, population data from the Central Statistics Authority, and weather data 

from the National Meteorological Services Agency (NMSA).  The monthly reports 

from the DPPC include satellite imagery, particularly 10-day rainfall estimates, which 

are compared to field reports and the NMSA data; the satellite imagery is obtained 

from FEWS NET or WFP/VAM.127 The Federal and Regional DPPC offices are also 

in contact with other organizations that do related work, including NGOs and UN and 

donor agencies, though information exchanges among these organizations tend to be 

informal, rather than a part of the regular monitoring system.  While DPPC early 

warning reports contain information gathered from other sources, the bulk of the 

reports convey the information that DPPC staff down to the woreda level have 

gathered themselves. 

 In contrast to the DPPC’s general reliance on local-level information, FEWS 

NET focuses on broader, more diverse information sources. In addition to satellite 

imagery provided by NASA and USGS,  FEWS NET representatives compile 

information they receive from the DPPC and other Ethiopian government agencies, 

UN agencies, and numerous NGOs.  Others in the early warning community, as well 

as donor representatives, recognize FEWS NET as analyzing secondary data rather 

than gathering primary data as the DPPC does.  Interestingly, FEWS NET relies on 

                                                 
127 During the time of my research, the DPPC Early Warning Department’s cartographer, who was also 
responsible for compiling the monthly reports, was experimenting with different products he obtained 
via the USGS Africa Data Dissemination web portal, following a workshop given at FEWS NET by a 
USGS scientist who was in Ethiopia to do work related to a relatively new product designed to show 
the onset of rains or Start of Season (SOS).   
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the same data sets as the DPPC and other early warning organizations in Ethiopia; 

even so, its reports are considered more objective, and thus more credible, by USAID 

and other donor agencies.  To a degree, this credibility stems from the “independent” 

analyses that FEWS NET’s experts perform on the data, using FEWS NET’s software 

packages, as well as their own expertise.  While some members of UN organizations 

that I interviewed stated that FEWS NET was effectively the mouthpiece of USAID 

and supported USAID policy, in general, donor government representatives regarded 

FEWS NET reports as very reliable sources of information.  Several donor 

representatives I spoke with cited FEWS NET’s use of unbiased information such as 

satellite imagery; therefore, it is worth examining this particular source of early 

warning information in further detail.   

 

Exhibit A:  Satellite Imagery as an Objective Source  

According to many early warning experts, satellites provide an unbiased 

source of information because they cannot be manipulated according to obvious 

human interests. They epitomize the mechanical observer.  This is one reason many 

early warning systems emphasize satellite imagery and geographic information 

systems (GIS) products, despite reason for skepticism about how well they represent 

the “real world.” For example, many experts working in Ethiopia are well aware of 

numerous problems with the use of satellite imagery in a country with complex land 

use patterns and mountainous topography, yet satellite imagery remains a major 

source of famine early warning information because it is perceived as being immune 
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to political manipulation. In other words, the biases introduced by satellite imagery, 

having to do with things like resolution and interpretation, are more acceptable than 

the biases introduced by, say, an agricultural extension agent or a farmer, because 

they are not perceived as “political.”  Just as early 20th century scientists were ready 

to embrace the “crude but mechanical photographic process” over more accurate but 

subjective drawings because they seemed to remove the individual judgment of the 

artist (Daston and Galison, 1992, p. 114), so do early warning experts (and their 

audiences) value the mechanical view of the satellite over the ground-level 

observations of humans.  Moreover, while ground truthing, the practice of verifying 

satellite imagery by first-hand, human-eye inspection or other real-world 

measurement (e.g. rain gauges), is important, this practice is often erased from early 

warning reports, and the primacy of the satellite image is taken for granted.  Indeed, 

in some DPPC reports, the ground-truthing convention was inverted into a sort of 

sky-truthing, as satellite rainfall estimates were offered as proof of the NMSA’s rain 

gauge measurements. This would seem to suggest that satellite imagery should take 

primacy over direct observation; however, those working on satellite products also 

indicate that their products are not meaningful without verification from the ground. 

 To give one specific example, a particular satellite product called the 

Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) indicates the health of the 

vegetation across an area, interpreted as “greenness” (see Figure 3.3 for an example 

of an NDVI image).  The Global Inventory Monitoring and Modeling Studies 

(GIMMS) research group at NASA compiles the NDVI imagery products from data 

collected by NOAA’s Advanced Very High Resolution Radiometer (AVHRR) 
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satellite sensors, which measure the visible and near-infrared sunlight that is reflected 

back from plants on the Earth’s surface.  The current resolution of the data (pixel 

size) is 8 x 8 km.  According to members of the GIMMS group, this resolution 

doesn’t work very well in areas with complex land use patterns, such as mixed 

farming or urban areas; it is also problematic in areas with complex topography, 

which characterizes much of the Ethiopian highlands.  In much of Ethiopia, the 

average agricultural plot size is under a hectare, or 100 x 100 meters, well below the 

size of an NDVI pixel. NDVI also does not distinguish between different types of 

vegetation – that which is or is not edible to livestock, for instance. In fact, much of 

Ethiopia’s Afar Region, mostly populated by nomadic pastoralists, could conceivably 

show up as green because it is being overtaken by a weed locally known as weyene, 

which is inedible to livestock but very green.  This weed thrives even when grasses 

and other edible plants do not; in fact, it thrives at the expense of edible plants.  

Therefore, a reading of green in an area infested by weyene could very well indicate 

that the area is not doing well in terms of providing food for livestock, which is just 

the opposite of what one would suspect from a strongly green NDVI.  Essentially, 

according to the director of the GIMMS group, the NDVI provides an objective 

indication of the potential for photosynthesis in a given area, but ground studies are 

crucial for using the data authoritatively; FEWS NET country representatives are 

needed “to discount things where they need to be discounted.”  In general, the NDVI 

works best for large areas of relatively homogeneous land-use, such as relatively flat, 

large-scale commercial plantations and deserts.   
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 There are numerous other biases that are built into satellite imagery.  For 

example, the choice of the satellite system itself has an effect on the data produced.  

The NDVI product used by FEWS NET comes primarily from NOAA’s AVHRR 

sensors.  As Brown et al. point out, “NDVI from the AVHRR record suffers from 

some significant limitations, including the use of outdated and inadequate calibration, 

partial atmospheric correction, and small signal-to-noise ratios” (2004, p. 565).  

Newer sensors are better able to correct for atmospheric effects. AVHRR also 

incorporates data from seven different instruments on six different satellites; orbital 

drift is thus a major factor that the GIMMS group needs correct for.  According to 

one group member, a lot of time is spent managing the data set, processing it over and 

over to correct for orbital drift and instrument deterioration, which can produce false 

anomalies, or deviations from the norm.  However, AVHRR has the advantage of 

being the longest time series available, with data going back to 1981.  For this reason, 

the director of GIMMS was reluctant to make use of or integrate data from newer 

satellites for which no time series was available.  However, the GIMMS NDVI has 

begun incorporating data from the French-based SPOT satellites (Systeme Pour 

l’Observation de la Terrre), SeaWIFS (Sea-Viewing Wide Field-of-view Sensor), and 

more recently MODIS (Moderate-Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer).  

Considerable work had to go into intercalibrating these different datasets, as their 

NDVIs are not normalized in the same way. There were also some difficulties in 

when the data would become available from the different systems, which would 

affect when the GIMMS NDVI for a given period could be produced.  Further, 

despite the higher resolution of the newer systems (1 km square), the GIMMS NDVI 
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retains its 8 km square resolution because of its primary dependence on the AVHRR 

time series data.128   

Another issue is sampling, particularly whether the images are processed for 

10 or 15-day time-periods.  According to GIMMS group members interviewed in 

2002, their standard product was produced every 15 days.  The 15-day product has 

cleaner, higher quality data (less cloud interference with readings from the ground), 

and it is possible to interpolate 10-day level data from the 15-day product.  However, 

the group was switching to a 10-day product in order to accommodate FEWS NET.  

The reason for this was FEWS NET’s weekly conference call prior to the hazard 

meetings with Food for Peace, in which the GIMMS group reports on anomalies 

detected in the most recent NDVIs.  The 10-day product fits the weekly meeting 

schedule better than the 15-day format.  Additionally, other imagery products, as well 

as climate information, are processed in dekads, or 10 day periods, and thus a 10-day 

NDVI provides consistency with those.    

Early warning experts who know something about satellite imagery 

acknowledge these built-in biases, but they continue to use the NDVI imagery in 

constructing their reports because they believe that the images can provide an 

objective – believable – reinforcement of subjective information collected by humans 

on the ground.  For example, the DPPC monthly early warning reports make use of 

satellite imagery.  In fact, they use one imagery product, the 10-day rainfall estimates 

                                                 
128 This is a problem of the inertia of the installed base; Bowker and Star (1999) describe a similar 
issue in relation to the medical classifications in the International Classification of Diseases (ICD).  For 
example, in order to maintain comparability of statistics over time for enabling longitudinal studies, 
changes from one edition of the ICD to the next have been minimized.   Another example is the 
persistence of the QWERTY keyboard, which moved from typewriter to computer thus perpetuating its 
limitations on new generations of office workers and furniture designers (e.g. see Becker, 1982). 
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(RFE) to “verify” the actual rainfall reports of the Ethiopian National Meteorological 

Services Agency (NMSA).  Commonly, satellite imagery is subject to ground 

truthing, or verification from sources on the ground, before it is considered 

trustworthy.  The DPPC use of the RFE product could be considered an example of 

“sky-truthing,” or using satellite imagery to boost the credibility of on-the-ground 

sources.  The satellite RFE images are computer generated based on Meteosat 

infrared data, global rain gauge reports, and microwave satellite observations, and 

represent estimates, not actual rainfall.  When I pointed out to the DPPC Early 

Warning Department’s GIS expert that it was a bit unusual to say that a rainfall 

estimate “proves” the accuracy of rain gauge data, as was written in one report, he 

admitted it was, but also said that using the satellite imagery in that way gave 

credibility to the data collected on the ground (rather than vice versa), because the 

NMSA was an Ethiopian government agency.   

There are also many who don’t know about the problems with satellite 

imagery who find that source of information compelling.  For example, one USAID 

consultant at the DPPC indicated that satellite and GIS-derived indicators were ideal 

because they could not be politically manipulated the way information collected by 

humans on the ground could, expressing a “what you see is what you get” belief in 

the veracity of the images.  This is a commonly expressed attitude among those who 

use early warning information as well.  While satellite imagery is not considered as 

compelling of response as pictures of starving children, it is nonetheless viewed as 

both an objective and accurate indication of what is really happening on the ground.   
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Ultimately, satellite imagery gives a scientific veneer to early warning reports 

in an environment where humans on the ground are often considered less than 

trustworthy.  In this way, they are valued not for their accuracy, which is 

questionable, but for their objectivity – the fact that the images produced are not 

considered to be as manipulable by humans as other forms of early warning data, 

despite the fact that they are highly manipulated.  This “what you see is what you get” 

belief in their trustworthiness overlooks the biases that are built into the data 

products, as well as the human choices that are made in generating these products.   

 

The Hierarchy of Credibility in Human Early Warning Sources 

 Questions of objectivity also extend to human sources of information.  Among 

humans on the ground, different groups are considered more reliable as sources than 

others.  This reliability is often linked to perceived objectivity or lack of political 

interest, although expertise is also invoked as an indication of reliability.  Because 

one of the goals of early warning systems is to provide the most reliable information 

possible, a kind of hierarchy of credibility (Becker, 1967) has developed among the 

humans involved in collecting early warning information.  Early warning experts do 

not formally recognize or articulate this hierarchy as such, but their choices of which 

information to include in reports, as well as where to seek information to begin with, 

reflect certain beliefs about which sources are more likely to provide reliable, 

unbiased, and objective information.  These beliefs are rooted in the question of what 

constitutes legitimate expertise. 
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Often, the least reliable, least objective sources are the “ordinary people” – the 

farmers and herders whose access to food the early warning systems are attempting to 

measure.  Early warning experts, particularly those working for the government, 

perceive them as dishonest and mainly interested in obtaining free food.  They also 

lack the right kind of expertise – there is much talk of the ignorance and 

backwardness of peasants in Ethiopia – so they lose on both grounds.  In fact, one of 

the most commonly stated reasons for rejecting the household economy approach 

needs assessment methodology is that it relies too heavily on interviews with ordinary 

people, who cannot be trusted to provide unbiased information.  Federal DPPC staff 

commonly voiced this objection during the pilot testing of the approach in Amhara 

Region, as well as in follow-up meetings in Addis Ababa. This marks an interesting 

contrast to the attitude of the insurance physicians in Timmermans and Berg’s 

example to their clients, who would be the equivalent of the Ethiopia farmers and 

herders.  While the insurance physicians sought to place the patient at the center in 

their redefinition of objectivity, in order to produce a client-centered approach which 

would encourage their clients to resume their active roles in the workplace more 

quickly, there is no such analogous tendency on the part of early warning experts, 

perhaps because of the very different relationship between them.  Early warning 

experts’ “clients” are not the famine-affected people whose conditions they report on, 

but the donor agencies and humanitarian organizations that use their information. 

However, this suspicion of the farmers and herders, the ordinary people, is not 

universally held.  In fact, Save the Children-UK staff and former staff involved in the 

HEA piloting in Ethiopia frequently cited as one of the strengths of the methodology 
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the fact that information comes directly from the farmers themselves, who are best 

equipped to know about their own circumstances. In interviews, Save the Children-

UK staff expressed this view of the ability of farmers and herders to produce accurate 

information about their own food production.  In fact, they pointed out that experts 

from both governmental and international organizations were more likely to be 

influenced by their organizational mandates or the demands of their bosses, and 

therefore could be considered less than objective.  Thus, the interests of farmers were 

no more or less political than the interests of humanitarian staff or governments, so no 

more or less damaging to the credibility of the information. Further, as one of the 

trainers for the 2004 HEA pilot testing in Amhara Region said in response to some 

reservations trainees had about the farmers’ ability to give them the right information, 

“This is the first chance these people [the farmers] have had to talk to someone about 

their lives.  Not only can they answer all your questions, they really want to.”  Thus, 

one thing that makes the methodology strong for its NGO advocates – its ability to 

incorporate information directly from farmers – is what makes it weak for the 

skeptical DPPC staff.129  Even so, according to the HEA advocates, this information 

must be crosschecked with information from other sources in order to establish its 

reliability.   

 Slightly more trustworthy sources of information are development agents 

(DAs), who work for the agriculture bureau and are situated in the lowest 

administrative level, the kebelle.  They do the work of collecting data on agricultural 

                                                 
129 The skepticism of the DPPC staff seemed to be rooted in their own status as highly educated 
Ethiopians and their need to differentiate themselves from their rural, “backwards,” uneducated fellow 
countrymen.   
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and livestock production at that level, and sending it to the district level office.  They 

are considered to have the most familiarity with the situation “on the ground” because 

they are in regular contact with food producers.  However, those at the woreda level 

and above acknowledge that it can be in the interests of the DAs to exaggerate the 

production figures in order to appear as if they are doing a good job, since part of 

their job is to improve production in their assigned areas.   

At the time of this research (2003-2004), the DPPC was in the process of 

installing its own agents at the woreda level.  Although it cannot afford to extend its 

reach down to the kebelle level, federal-level early warning experts believe that 

having a well-trained and responsible employee at the district level will solve a lot of 

problems.  At the moment, the DPPC’s early warning information is compiled by 

Agriculture Bureau employees if there is no DPPC desk in the district (at the time of 

my research, about 50% of districts had DPPC staff).  This is considered problematic 

because the Agriculture Bureau employees have their own jobs to attend to, and the 

early warning data collection constitutes an additional task which they might not pay 

much attention to or do very well.  Data collected at the district level is generally 

regarded with suspicion by those within and outside the DPPC at the federal level.  

“They just sit at their desks and put in any numbers” is a commonly expressed 

complaint.  In other words, they don’t “follow the rules” established for collecting 

reliable information, which involves going out and observing or measuring things 

first-hand, or getting the information from people who have.  The solution to this 

problem that the DPPC has proposed is to install its own workers down to the district 

level, provide them with training, and institute some quality control mechanisms that 



253 
 

 

will be conducted at the regional and federal levels to look for consistency and 

promptness in reporting, mainly in the form of a questionnaire that federal-level 

officers would fill out regarding the woreda-level reports. 

  At the regional level, DPPB staff are the main conduits of information from 

the woredas.  As such, they serve as a check on problematic information coming in 

from lower levels, as they investigate reports of crop damage, drought, livestock 

epidemics, and other potential causes of food shortage coming in from the woredas.  

While they may intervene and change the information that goes from the woreda to 

the federal level, and therefore have some control over content, early warning experts 

in the capital do not regard them with nearly as much suspicion as they do woreda-

level staff.  There are a number of reasons for this.  First, regional level staff often 

have more training – often a university diploma or degree.130  Moreover, they are 

often better known to those at the federal level, because they have more frequent 

interaction with them, through weekly phone calls to the Federal DPPC as well as 

face-to-face interaction in seasonal assessments, training sessions and workshops.131  

UN agencies and NGOs also have offices at regional levels, and therefore their staff 

have more sustained contact with regional DPPB staff.   While the seasonal 

assessment results are often subject to manipulation at the regional level, this 

manipulation is regarded as being done by the Regional (political) administration, 

rather than the technical experts of the DPPBs.  Thus, while federal-level experts 

generally regard regions as having a problematic role in the outcomes of assessments, 

                                                 
130 I.e, they have two years (diploma) or four years (degree) of university education. 
131 Assessment teams do not visit all woredas, but they do visit the regional offices in the beginning 
and at the end of each assessment, so federal level staff often know regional level staff fairly well. 
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particularly the accuracy of the numbers, they by and large do not attribute this to the 

regional DPPB staff.   

 What is interesting to note about this hierarchy of credibility among the 

human sources of information is that it is an inversion of what one would expect if 

one defines objectivity as first-hand experience or observation.  Those best able to get 

accurate information about food production in a given area, for example, ought to be 

those who have direct contact with the food producers, or even the food producers 

themselves.  However, the people closest to “the situation on the ground” are the most 

suspect, while those closest to the political center are the most reliable.  This has at 

least partly to do with the way that early warning information is gathered and 

processed; closer to the ground, the information is more entangled with the local 

conditions producing it (e.g. the farmers or pastoralists, the woreda-level experts and 

officials, the details of record-keeping), whereas as the information moves towards 

the center, these factors become increasingly obscured, enabling what seems like 

more objective assessment. The messy local relations from which the information is 

derived thus disappear.132  

 Something different happens at the federal level.  Here, judgments of 

objectivity are tied more explicitly to expertise, as well as distance from the federal 

government.  In other words, international organizations generally are seen as 

                                                 
132 This is what Bruno Latour describes as occurring in the centers of calculation of the modern world: 
“When entering the many places where stable and mobile traces are gathered, the first problem we will 
encounter is how to get rid of them.  This is not a paradox, but simply an outcome of the setting up of 
instruments.  Each voyage of exploration, each expedition, each new printer, each night of observation 
of the sky, each new poll, is going to contribute to the generation of thousands of crates of specimens 
or of sheets of paper” (1987, p. 233).  Traces of something in the world that are gathered by 
practitioners of a particular field of science must be translated into a new form that enables the 
apprehension of those traces for particular purposes, such as tracking populations or partitioning 
geographical territories. 
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producing more objective information than governmental organizations such as the 

DPPC.  In part, this is tied to the methodology issue addressed in the next section.  It 

is also tied to perceptions of what counts as political interest.  While occasionally 

FEWS NET is regarded as a mouthpiece for USAID, or WFP’s involvement in 

regional assessments is viewed as problematic because of its role in distributing food 

aid, early warning experts regard the information produced by these organizations as 

more objective than that produced by the DPPC.  For the most part, the technical 

expertise of early warning experts is separable from their organizations’ political 

interests (whereas the technical expertise of the farmers is not separable from their 

presumed desire for more free food).  The technical expertise of individual early 

warning experts is generally a known quantity among the early warning community.  

Moreover, experts themselves have often worked for several different organizations, 

and therefore are known more as individuals than as representatives of a particular 

organization and its interests.  As one member said of the Early Warning Working 

Group, “It’s always the same faces around the table; it’s just which organizations they 

work for that change.”  Early warning experts feel that they know who among them 

does good work, and whose judgment they can rely on.   

However, the technical expertise of DPPC staff is at times regarded as 

subordinate to their association with the DPPC, and they are more closely associated 

with their organization’s perceived political interests than the staff of international 

organizations.  Also, the information produced by the DPPC is a product of 

negotiation on several levels, including ultimately between the technical staff and the 

Commissioner, while information produced by the technical experts at other 
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organizations is not perceived as being compromised in that manner (even though, for 

example, FEWS NET reports need to be cleared by the Chemonics office in 

Washington, DC).   

Thus, there is a hierarchy of credibility even within the early warning 

community itself, particularly in relation to their main clients, the donor 

organizations.  This is complicated by the fact that the DPPC, although ostensibly at 

the bottom of the hierarchy, is the organization that also ostensibly controls 

humanitarian efforts in Ethiopia.  The DPPC Early Warning Department Head is 

chair of the Early Warning Working Group, and the DPPC is charged with 

coordinating humanitarian response generally.  While there was considerable respect 

among the early warning community for the working group chair at the time of my 

research, many members expressed that their regard was for him individually, not the 

position in general.  Even so, the subtle hierarchies that exist among the members of 

the Early Warning Working Group are somewhat mitigated by the potential for 

inclusion of all members in group activities, projects and communications.  This will 

be taken up further in the sections on consensus and transparency later in this chapter. 

 

Objective Methodologies 

 The objectivity of an early warning methodology is also judged by how much 

it protects itself from outside, political, subjective interference.  An objective 

methodology should employ precise quantitative measurements, where possible, and 

provide replicable results.  The methodology employed by the DPPC’s early warning 
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system is recognized as largely “subjective.” 133 It is subjective because it relies on a 

relative ratings system rather than absolute measurements of things.  Different 

indicators such as rainfall, crop production, etc., are rated on a scale from 1 to 5, 

much below normal to much above normal.  Normal is unspecified, but is understood 

to be the typical condition for any given location.134  Because the system is not based 

on actual measurements, it is seen as dependent upon the subjective judgment and 

expertise of the data collector; in this case, expertise is not necessarily considered to 

counter-balance the charge of being subjective.  It is also considered impossible to 

crosscheck with other systems or sources of information, another important aspect of 

objectivity, because the ratings cannot be compared to other forms of measurement.  

The subjective nature of the DPPC’s early warning system has been a consistent 

cause for concern among both early warning experts and the donor community.  This 

is one of the reasons cited for the proliferation of “independent” early warning 

systems in the country.  As one expert put it, “In fact, there is no methodology.  

People can do what they want. We need a better methodology.”   

                                                 
133 Even the training manual acknowledges this, stating that “qualitative data…are subjective (or 
judgmental) data, which are [collected] using either systematic or ad hoc procedures … Throughout 
this manual you will come across an important fact that the Ethiopian early warning system relies 
heavily on qualitative data” (Early Warning Department, 2000, p. 63). 
134 The term “normal” is fascinating in and of itself, and I had many discussions with different experts 
about what was meant by “normal” in different contexts, and whether it made more sense to compare 
things to the “normal” condition (which might itself be bad) or to “good times” when trying to decide 
how bad a situation was.  Different organizations use different definitions of normal, as well. This is 
pointed out in the DPPC’s training manual (Early Warning Department, 2000).  It describes the 
concept of normal in the Save the Children UK (HEA) approach as defining a good, bad, and medium 
year for a typical middle-income household in terms of crop production, livestock health, and labor 
activity, and then classifying the last 10 years according to these categories; whichever type (good, 
bad, or medium) occurs the most frequently is a “normal” year.  The manual contrasts this to the 
Ethiopian system’s approach, which is to ask key informants to identify a specific “medium” year, and 
then compare the indicators from this year to the current year to give a sense of how different “normal” 
is from the current situation.  
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 The other methodology that is under consideration for nation-wide use, the 

household economy approach, is widely regarded by early warning experts and the 

donor community alike as more “scientific” and objective than the so-called 

traditional methodology.  It is scientific because it follows a defined sampling pattern, 

processes the data in a systematic way, and allows for cross-checking with other 

sources.  Moreover, the results are expressed in quantities rather than relative ratings.  

These characteristics also contribute to its objectivity – its results are less prone to 

manipulation because they can be traced back to actual collected data, rather than 

subjective impressions of how far something is from the normal state.  However, as I 

mentioned earlier, the methodology relies in part on interviews with “ordinary 

people,” which many experts regard as poor sources of information.  In fact, 

“ordinary people” are widely regarded as either too dishonest or ignorant to be able to 

describe their situation accurately.  What strengthens the methodology in this case is 

the fact that it explicitly cross-references the interview results with data from other 

sources, including other assessments, Ministry of Agriculture information, and so on.   

 In practice, the household economy approach relies considerably on the 

expertise, experience, general knowledge, and beliefs of the teams that collect and 

analyze the data.  During the analysis particularly, the group calls on experts with 

more local knowledge for their sense of whether or not figures “seem right” or 

whether the sources of those figures were “exaggerating.” In this regard, it would 

seem possible to consider the methodology to be every bit as subjective as the 

traditional methodology.  A greater knowledge of local conditions is seen as 

mitigating problems with the methodology and data collection more generally.  
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Therefore, the goal, should the methodology be implemented on a nation-wide scale, 

would be to have local-level experts trained to carry out data collection and analysis.  

The methodology would blend “objective” measures with this sort of local expertise, 

which is seen as providing shortcuts to accurate measurement.   

 The achievement of methodological objectivity is somewhat different from 

being an objective information source because if a methodology is considered 

objective, it can travel to organizations that are perceived as being less than objective, 

and they can use it to improve the objectivity of their results, whereas objective 

information can be tainted by biased analysis.  Thus, adopting a more rigorous, 

objective methodology can, in theory, mitigate the effects of having been identified as 

“interested” or “political.”  This is what the DPPC seeks to do in improving its 

assessment methodology or adopting a new one.  DPPC experts regard the current 

system as imperfect but “the best that we can do,” while more ideal solutions await 

further improvements in data collection procedures and methodological tinkering.  

This mirrors the way that famine early warning experts often speak about the 

problems in their work, in terms of a belief that they are ultimately fixable, but in the 

meanwhile, something is better than nothing. 

 One other way to think about this is in terms of shoring up the “weak 

disciplines” that Porter talks about.  For example, nutrition studies are often pointed 

out as a contrast to early warning because they have widely accepted and applied 

international standards, and early warning does not.  When a nutrition assessment is 

conducted in an emergency situation, there are relatively few approaches to choose 

from, and there is (apparently) little debate about results because the methodology 
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chosen for the assessment acts as a seal of approval.135  While there are numerous 

difficulties with how nutritional data are used by humanitarian agencies, and there 

can be very discrepant results based on the methods chosen, donor representatives 

and humanitarian workers often accept nutrition data as “hard data” because they are 

expressed quantitatively.  Food security experts at donor agencies regard nutrition 

studies as definitive information, and lament the fact that they are only conducted 

when a situation has escalated into a full-blown crisis, because otherwise that would 

be the incontrovertible proof they could use to convince their home governments to 

produce the necessary resources for an adequate response.  (This is why nutrition 

assessments are not, strictly speaking, early warning – malnutrition, once it has been 

measured, is a “trailing indicator”.)    

This is not the case with food security assessments or famine early warning.  

There are as yet no international benchmarks or standards, although there are efforts 

underway to establish some (such as Howe and Devereux’s famine scales).  This 

gives early warning a perceived air of “weakness” in comparison to nutrition 

assessment.  It lacks quantitative rigor and a set of widely accepted standards.  Much 

of the new research in famine early warning and food security is attempting to come 

up with the kind of benchmarks and standardized methods that already exist in 

nutrition assessment, in order to enhance its appearance of objectivity.   

                                                 
135 There is, however, considerable concern about how nutrition data are used in the field.  The point is 
not that nutrition studies are beyond reproach, but that they are considered by food security experts and 
humanitarian organization representatives to be objective evidence of a problem. Among nutrition 
experts, there is considerable disagreement about measures and what they assess.  In general, 
“anthropometric measures do not assess nutrition status directly; they assess developmental 
impairment or growth failure, the most extensive public health problem among children in developing 
countries;” thus, they are linked to complex nutritional, biological, and social factors (Kent, 2005, p. 
13).  
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From this discussion, it is clear that the particular definition(s) of objectivity 

held by a community matters greatly for what sources of information are privileged 

over others.  In the case of famine early warning, if objectivity were understood as 

first-hand observation, the people who are the closest to the ground would in fact 

have the most access to objective data.  However, because objectivity has been 

defined as lack of political interest, and what constitutes political interest has been 

defined by those with the most power, the people who are closest to the ground are 

considered the least objective.  Of those in the center, the organizations most closely 

affiliated with the major donors are considered the most objective.  This indicates 

whose politics are counted as being problematic, and whose politics are essentially 

not considered to be politics at all.  Even so, early warning experts, humanitarian 

actors, and donor representatives alike recognize that achieving objectivity is 

extremely difficult.  For this reason, other values have emerged to promote 

confidence in early warning information, particularly consensus and transparency.   

 

Living in Harmony:  Achieving the Appearance of Objectivity  

through Consensus and Transparency 

  

Objectivity, consensus, and transparency are interlinked values in not only 

famine early warning, but in many other areas as well.  Consensus plays an important 

role in disciplinary notions of objectivity, as Peter Novick (1988) indicates in his 

account of the origins and role of objectivity in the development of the American 

historical profession.  Among late nineteenth century professional American 
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historians, controversy was simply not considered genteel; consensus was preferable.  

As Novick points out, “no community can be satisfied that its discourse is objective – 

or even know what it would mean to be objective – without substantial agreement on 

values, goals, and perceptions of reality,” and the American historical community 

possessed an “extraordinary degree of ideological homogeneity” (1988, p. 61).  This 

is what made the norm of objectivity possible.  It was further entrenched by the goal 

of establishing a nationalized historical perspective, as opposed to the petty 

parochialism that tended to dominate non-professional and early professional 

historical work.  This national historical work, based on professional consensus, 

would ostensibly demonstrate impartiality and objectivity, as well as contribute to 

national reconciliation in a still-divided, post-Civil War United States.136   

 Consensus and transparency are also considered hallmarks of modern 

democratic society.  The former is described as a discussion-based alternative to other 

forms of decision-making such as negotiating and voting (Wood, 1984) that emerged 

as an alternative to parliamentary procedure in the first half of the 20th century 

(Rawlins, 1984).  The latter has been advanced in calls for increased accountability 

and openness in government and other centers of authority, in what some describe as 

a global cultural movement away from authoritarian, inequitable regimes, towards 

democratic institutions that uphold human rights and freedoms (Finel and Lord, 2000; 

Holzner and Holzner, 2006).  Consensus and transparency, as well as objectivity, are 

closely tied into the question of trust.  As we have seen, objective information sources 

                                                 
136 Consensus is also extremely important in science for policy, particularly in far-reaching and 
contentious issues such as climate change (e.g. van der Sluijs et al., 1998).  
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and methodologies are more trustworthy because they are considered to reduce or 

remove the possibility of manipulating information for political ends, while positions 

or decisions arrived at through consensual and transparent processes are also 

trustworthy because they have been arrived at by a group of relevant actors by means 

that are open to scrutiny from the outside.   

 Like objectivity, however, consensus and transparency require trade-offs.  

Decision-making by consensus assumes that the goals of the group are also the goals 

of individual members, and that the collective ends of the group take precedence over 

those of individuals (Wood, 1984).  Thus, accepting consensus can mean giving up 

independent goals and requirements in favor of those arrived at by the group; for 

famine early warning experts, it can also mean giving up independently arrived at 

results in favor of results sanctioned by the group.  Likewise, transparency, which in 

famine early warning has basically meant conducting joint assessments with a variety 

of organizational actors, can mean giving up autonomy as well.  Ironically, early 

warning experts have come to value consensus and transparency in large part because 

of external pressure from donors; however, in many cases, these same donors still 

want their own, independent sources of information, and will commission individual 

monitoring and assessment efforts, as well as continue to fund their own early 

warning systems.  This indicates the limits of consensus and transparency in 

overcoming mistrust, as we will see in the remainder of the chapter.   
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Let’s Agree to Agree: Uses and Meanings of Consensus  

Famine early warning experts acknowledge that there can be disagreement 

between different data sources, as well as between the outcomes of different analyses.  

They attribute these differences to various factors (assumptions, methodologies, etc.), 

but discrepancies are of concern to early warning experts for a number of reasons. 

Such differences make it hard to know the “real situation” and plan accordingly.  

They can also confuse donors, who want to know the bottom line and don’t like it 

when there are discrepancies in their information.  The need to agree in order to both 

harmonize activities internal to the early warning community and present a united 

front to those outside it (government agencies, the international community, etc.) 

drives early warning experts to attempt to achieve consensus, or at least claim 

consensus as desirable. Indeed, one key practice in early warning generally is 

crosschecking information from different sources.  Warnings are seldom issued on the 

basis of a single source of information; usually a preponderance of evidence is 

necessary before an early warning system will sound an alarm.  Moreover, in the case 

of Ethiopia, individual early warning systems will rarely issue a warning unless other 

systems are as well, especially the national early warning system run by the DPPC.  A 

number of different mechanisms have emerged for achieving consensus when there is 

potential for discrepancy either among data sources or among results.  Some sources 

of discrepancy are well known, while others emerge in the process of data analysis or 

assessments.   

 One example of predictable discrepancy is the annual crop production 

estimate.  In Ethiopia, three different organizations (at least) issue production 
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estimates – the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MoARD), the 

Central Statistics Authority (CSA), and the FAO/WFP joint Crop and Food Supply 

Mission.  The first is often the high estimate, the second the low estimate, and the last 

often in the middle, according to several early warning experts I interviewed.  Each 

organization compiles slightly different data for its own purposes, which in part 

explains the regular differences between their projections.  International organizations 

often consider the FAO/WFP estimate the gold standard, despite the fact that many 

people I spoke with, including WFP staff, consider its methodology questionable.   

The differences between the estimates can be quite large. For example, from the 

February 2004 monthly report of the Ethiopian Network on Food Security (FEWS 

NET, 2004, February 16, p. 1):  

The FAO/WFP Crop and Food Supply Mission report for Ethiopia, 
estimated record high grain (cereals and pulses) production of 13.05 
million MT for the 2003 meher (long rains) growing season.  The 
government Central Statistics Authority (CSA) also estimated record 
meher grain production at 11.44 million MT.  However, FEWS NET's 
analysis suggests that meher grain production is likely to be closer to 
the respective 5-year average, between 8.735 million MT (CSA) and 
11.210 million MT (FAO/WFP).  The wide divergence in grain 
production estimates has enormous - and potentially perilous - 
implications for short- and medium-term response planning to 
Ethiopia's humanitarian crisis.  

 

The divergence comes from different methodologies for deriving the estimates, which 

contain different assumptions about how to estimate area planted, yield, and other 

factors.  FEWS NET took “farmer marketing behavior (withholding supplies after 

harvest, if household conditions permit, in expectation of higher prices later in year), 

trader marketing behavior (unwillingness to supply grain in response to government 
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tenders), and maize price trends (stable but high during the post harvest period)” into 

account in its suggestion that the production level would be lower than the other two 

estimates (FEWS NET, 2004, February 16,  p. 2). 

Such widely divergent crop production estimates has a huge impact on 

programming response, both emergency and development interventions, particularly 

since the response to famine is still very much along the lines of filling the food gap, 

and the food gap is calculated with production estimates.  Also, in years where the 

FAO/WFP assessment has projected a bumper crop (as in 2003), it is difficult to 

convince donors that emergency assistance is required.  Therefore, if crop estimates 

are too high, the fear is that they could “overstate the ability of poor households to 

obtain food, prompt excessive purchases of local grains by aid agencies, and weaken 

trader incentives to buy, store and transport grain” (FEWS NET, 2004, February 16, 

p. 2).  On the other hand, low estimates “could cause unnecessary commercial and 

food aid imports that depress prices below their normal seasonal levels and weaken 

farmer incentives to plant as much in that area” (ibid.).  For this reason, such 

divergent results pose a problem not only for early warning experts, but also for 

responding agencies, not to mention people in the agricultural sector in Ethiopia. 

In an unpublished memo entitled “Handling Divergent Crop Production 

Estimates in Ethiopia,” an analyst at FEWS NET/Ethiopia proposed solving the 

problem by using the CSA statistical analysis on the district level MoARD data to 

“form the basis of a consensus harvest estimate for planning and response purposes 

inside and outside the country.”  He attributes the divergent estimates to different 

assumptions about the area cultivated, rather than the yield, and he argues that the 
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area planted, given Ethiopia’s land tenure and agricultural systems, does not vary that 

much from year to year.  Therefore, according to the memo, resolving the problem 

should be possible.  It is also necessary for the purpose of “harmonizing decisions 

made by the government, donors, NGOs, and other humanitarian communities.”   

Such discrepancies in the production figures pose programming challenges for 

the Early Warning Working Group, as well.  During the group’s March 2004 meeting, 

the FEWS NET representative raised the discrepant figures for the 2003 meher 

harvest to persuade the group to schedule a post-harvest assessment for that season 

together with the 2004 belg mid-season assessment, in early April.  He pointed out 

that both FAO and CSA had projected a bumper harvest, but that MoARD and market 

figures “are showing that it’s not correct.”  His suggestion was backed up by the 

MoARD representative, who said that the issue had also been debated by the 

Agriculture Task Force (of which he was chair), which agreed that there should be a 

post-harvest assessment as soon as possible.  Others spoke in favor of starting the 

post-harvest assessment in early April, including the CARE representative as well as 

the National Meteorological Services Agency (NMSA) representative.  However, the 

DPPC pastoral team leader spoke in favor of postponing it to mid-April in order to 

also assess the main rains in pastoral areas as well as the April rains for long-cycle 

crops.  The WFP/VAM representative pointed out that as the belg rains were delayed, 

and the NMSA forecast was for improvement beginning mid-March, a mid-April 

assessment would be better for determining the impact of the belg rains. She also 

pointed out that “in terms of looking at performance from the previous season, we 

will only be looking at [MoARD] data.  We won’t be going to many areas. It will be 
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secondary data.”  The exchange ended with the working group chair declaring that the 

assessment would take place mid-April (as FEWS NET “is the only one raising this 

issue”), and that the regions would be informed to have the secondary data on the 

meher season production ready for the assessment teams by mid-April.  

This exchange indicates that while the discrepant figures are considered a 

problem by the working group members, the degree of urgency in addressing the 

discrepancy and how to do so in the context of the seasonal assessments can vary 

considerably. In a subsequent private conversation, the FEWS NET representative 

revealed his concern over the difficulty that the discrepancy posed for making a case 

for food aid, particularly in view of the bumper harvest projections of the FAO, while 

the DPPC representatives at the meeting were more concerned with making the most 

effective use of limited resources in covering multiple concerns (finding a way to 

combine the meher post-season assessment, the mid-belg assessment, and the pastoral 

area assessment).  In this case, “consensus” on how to handle the discrepancy was 

achieved by the working group chair taking advantage of a comment by the 

WFP/VAM representative to dismiss the FEWS NET representative’s proposal in 

favor of the preferences expressed by the DPPC representatives.  In the end, it seemed 

likely to many of those present that delaying the assessment for two weeks (from 

early to mid-April) would have little effect overall on changing donor responses to 

the discrepancy in production estimates, while it would enable more reliable results 

for the mid-belg assessment, as the results of that season would be more clearly 

visible to the assessment teams.  Thus, while the discrepant figures were a cause for 

concern for the working group and there was little consensus on how to respond to 
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them, it was important to decide how to proceed with the planning of assessments, 

given the resource constraints faced by the group.  These constraints took priority 

over rapidly resolving the discrepancies in the group’s discussion and their eventual 

decision. 

 Crop production estimates are not the only source of disagreement in early 

warning; rural population is another area where there are often discrepant figures.  

This is important for deciding how many people should receive food aid, and thus 

how many metric tons of food aid are required.  Indeed, I heard several times that 

some districts were receiving food aid for more than their “official” population.  The 

official population statistics come from the Central Statistics Authority’s 1994 

census. 137  There will be another census conducted sometime in the next few years, 

but in the meanwhile a number of different projections of these figures are used.  The 

CSA offers projections, and the WFP also does its own projections, with different 

results from the CSA because WFP assumes a faster population growth rate.  The 

DPPC Early Warning Department is required to use the CSA figures, because they 

are sanctioned by the government of Ethiopia; the CSA is the only organization with 

the authority to determine population figures.  However, the needs assessment teams 

receive both WFP and CSA population figures in their information packets, and the 

differences can be quite dramatic (e.g. one district would have 16,000 people 

according to the CSA, but 60,000 people according to the WFP table138).  Woreda 

                                                 
137 Censuses and other sources of official statistics are political instruments as well; for example,  see 
Ventresca, 1995 and 2002, for discussions of the relation between censuses and other modern 
statistical activity and modes of governing.   
138 These figures were taken from the population tables the Afar Region Zones 1, 3, and 5 assessment 
team received in the 2003 multi-agency mid-meher assessment. 
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officials themselves often complain about the CSA population figures being too low 

and offer a third option for the population of their woreda; in the cases I observed 

these figures were usually higher than the CSA projection but lower than the WFP 

figure. Indeed, woreda officials would laugh at the CSA figures. 

Assessment teams are given both sets of population tables, but the final 

numbers are based on the CSA figures.  Despite the obvious problems with 

determining the rural population, early warning experts at the DPPC, FEWS, and 

even the WFP consider relying on the CSA figures important for the assessments not 

merely to be in compliance with the government’s policy, but because it is better to 

stick to one set of figures, even if they are wrong, than to try to estimate what the real 

population would be. That way, there is a known error, but it is believed to be 

systematic as well, and if any adjustments need to be made later, they, in theory, can 

be made systematically.  This is often how early warning experts justify the need for 

consensus – it is better to have a systematic error than to try to arrive at actual figures 

and end up being inconsistent.139  Thus, they will use figures they know to be wrong 

because their results will be in harmony with those of other organizations using the 

same figures.   

For similar reasons, Mapping Task Force140 members agreed that it was better 

for all organizations to use the CSA administrative area codes for mapping, and to 

                                                 
139 In this case, the notion of the “systematic error” is not true, since the numbers do not vary 
systematically (i.e. by a consistent quantity).  Further, it would be very difficult to go back and readjust 
the figures if another set of numbers were found to be more accurate.  However, the belief in the 
systematic error serves a useful purpose in achieving consensus.  
140 The Mapping Task Force is an informal group organized by the WFP/VAM Unit head in 2004.  It 
consists of cartography experts from organizations that do operational mapping in Ethiopia, including 
FEWS NET, the DPPC, UNICEF, the EU, MoARD, and the Ethiopian Mapping Agency. 
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work on improving the CSA’s coding abilities, rather than using codes from different 

sources. (The CSA is also decreed by the Government of Ethiopia as the agency 

responsible for establishing codes for the country.)  Even though the CSA only 

updates its codes every 9 to 12 months, and therefore doesn’t always capture the 

existing administrative areas, it would be better for everyone to have the same wrong 

codes than for some to have completely different but possibly correct codes based on 

information they obtained from another source.   

The emphasis on consensus seems somewhat surprising at first, given that 

there are so many different organizations engaged in early warning in Ethiopia 

because of their insistence on having independent, reliable information.  For example, 

USAID funded FEWS NET initially because it wanted a source of information 

separate from the Ethiopian government.  NGOs likewise gather their own 

information, considering it both more trustworthy and more useful to their purposes 

than information from outside sources.  And the FAO/WFP assessment persists 

because the UN agencies want their own reliable figures.  However, the desire for 

consensus among early warning experts derives from both their need to coordinate 

their own activities, and their perception that the donor agencies want a single, 

consistent set of figures to work with.  They feel the impact of early warning 

information is stronger if they all offer the same information, and part of the purpose 

of the Early Warning Working Group meetings is to arrive at agreement about what 

they will report to their “bosses.”  At times when reports give different information, 

there is negotiation between the organizations about how to even things out to restore 

a united front. In one case, FEWS NET reported that the belg harvest looked 
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promising, while an earlier DPPC Early Warning report had stated that it was a near 

total failure.  Indeed, the FEWS NET report headline was “Preliminary mid-season 

assessment indicates good harvest likely in most belg-dependent areas” (FEWS NET 

2004, May 20, p. 3), while one DPPC headline had been “Start of the Belg Season is 

Unsatisfactory” (DPPC-EWD, March 2004, p. 1).  In that particular case, FEWS NET 

printed what amounted to a retraction in its subsequent report: “With the 

unseasonable rains in January and favorable rainfall in March-April, there was a 

general assumption that the stress of the dry spell would be compensated for by the 

subsequent good rains. However, it appears now that there were two different 

production outcomes,” one bad and one not so bad (FEWS NET, 2004, June 18, p. 3). 

The DPPC, on its part, refrained from including in its next report an all-capitalized 

statement that FEWS NET’s report was wrong.  This statement appeared in an early 

draft of the report, at the top of the front page.  However, the Vice Commissioner, 

who reviewed the report, requested that the rather confrontational statement be 

removed.  The report instead included a region-by-region account of how poor the 

belg harvest was, with the headline, “Belg Harvest Prospect is Unsatisfactory and 

Food Situation Could Potentially Deteriorate in Most Belg Producing Areas” (DPPC-

EWD, June 2004, p. 1).  

This episode contrasts markedly with a much earlier one in which the DPPC 

Early Warning Report directly contradicted a FEWS report on its first page: 

The rains for the second half of April up to date did not lead to significant 
improvements in crop conditions in most areas.  Consequently, crop 
stands are so poor that the expected harvest in the northern and eastern 
belg growing parts of the country is likely to be either negligible or far 
below average.  This sharply contrasts with FEWS/EC-LFSU recent 
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statement on its April 1998 Monthly Food Security Bulletin which 

claims that overall crop performance and prospects for belg 

production are very good and were largely unaffected by the long dry 

spell. (DPPC-EWS, 1998, p. 1; bold in original) 
 

And in the body of the report: “Although much of the information coming from the 

field point to a generally bleak harvest this year, the food security bulletin of 

FEWS/EC-LFSU issued in April claims that the overall crop performance and 

prospects for belg production are very good” (DPPC-EWS, 1998, p. 2).141  This 

earlier incidence of contradictory information took place in the early days of the Early 

Warning Working Group and multi-agency assessments.  Unfortunately the 

FEWS/EC-LFSU reports referred to were unavailable, but those I interviewed at the 

DPPC, FEWS NET, and other agencies said that they tried to avoid such open 

contradictions with each other, and that they very seldom happen anymore.  This 

indicates the extent to which consensus has become a norm among early warning 

agencies.  These direct contradictions seldom appear in reports because of the desire 

to present a united front. Thus, while accuracy may be valued, conformity of results is 

valued more. 

Methodologies incorporate consensus as well.  As the descriptions of both the 

multi-agency needs assessment methodology and the household economy approach 

(HEA) in the last chapter indicate, achieving consensus is a very important part of the 

analysis.  With the multi-agency assessment, teams arrive at the beneficiary figures 

through a series of discussions with woreda, zone, and regional-level officials serving 

on Early Warning Committees at those levels.  In general, the figures that the teams 

                                                 
141 I was unable to find any further discussion of this disagreement determining which report came to 
be considered “correct.” 
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report to the federal DPPC are a product of the consensus achieved during these 

discussions.  The donor complaint about the methodology is that the consensus 

represents the political views of the woreda, zone and regional administrations, rather 

than the technical results of the assessment team.  However, the federal DPPC and the 

donor community uphold the consensus regarding the assessment results through the 

process of the annual appeal.  While the federal DPPC adjusts the numbers in 

consultation with the regions, once they are finalized and released during the annual 

appeal, they become Ethiopia’s de facto need for assistance.   

There have been a few cases where the federal DPPC has overridden the 

regional or zonal administration.  For example, in the 2003 meher pre-harvest 

assessment, the teams covering Amhara Region, which at the time was receiving food 

aid for over three million beneficiaries, returned to Addis Ababa with a beneficiary 

number of 500,000.  This number came from the zonal and regional level 

administration, and federal DPPC staff recognized that it was way too low.  The Early 

Warning Department Head, following a series of consultations with the DPPC 

commissioner and the Amhara Regional administration, instead inserted a beneficiary 

figure of 2,000,000 into the 2004 Food Supply Prospect, the Early Warning 

Department’s contribution to the annual appeal which provides a breakdown of the 

number of beneficiaries and metric tons of food aid required at the regional and 

woreda level.   This became the official beneficiary figure for Amhara Region.  The 

disagreement was attributed to both the Amhara regional administration’s need to 

seem like they were doing a good job at solving their region’s food security problems, 

and a misunderstanding about a directive that the assessment teams were given to 
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separate chronic from transitory needy.142 Amhara regional officials claimed that the 

500,000 figure represented the number of transitory needy, and they left the number 

of chronic needy out of the assessment because they thought their needs would be 

covered by development assistance.  However, the DPPC staff at the federal level 

knew that there was no way the region could go from having over three million 

people on the food aid rolls to just half a million in a single season, and there was 

genuine concern that people would starve as a result.  Therefore, the DPPC needed to 

insert a higher number in the Food Supply Prospect.  In this case, it was better to have 

a higher number that was clearly false, if only to act as a placeholder for donors’ food 

aid pledges, than to keep the number that had been achieved by regional consensus, 

which was also clearly false but too low.143   

According to DPPC staff, this kind of underreporting does not happen very 

often, but when it does, it usually has catastrophic results if it is not rectified on time.  

For example, in the prior year, woredas in the zones of East and West Hararghe in 

Oromiya Region, which are regarded as having chronic problems, significantly 

underreported their beneficiary numbers, and “people were dying as a result,” 

according to FEWS NET staff.  Again, the reasons were attributed to politics; the 

zonal officials wanted give the appearance that everything was under control.  On a 

smaller scale, also in the 2003 meher pre-harvest assessment, one woreda surveyed 

                                                 
142 This assessment occurred prior to the founding of the Food Security Coordination Bureau by the 
Government of Ethiopia, which was charged with tackling Ethiopia’s chronic food insecurity, while 
the DPPC would continue to handle disaster response, and thus only the transitory cases.  The directive 
to separate chronic from transitory was part of an effort to find out how much of Ethiopia’s population 
was food insecure, but it was withdrawn once the Early Warning Department pointed out that this 
would be impossible to do during the needs assessment, given the methodological constraints.   
143 Martha Lampland points out that numbers known to be false are often propagated anyway because 
of their role in social processes (2004). 
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insisted that they would not need food aid for the coming six months.  The assessment 

team felt that this was not true, and included in their final report a low number based 

on a percentage of the current number of people receiving assistance.  The reasoning 

of the team was that it was better to include something just in case, because they 

would probably need assistance, and it is much harder to justify requests for increases 

in food aid after the fact. These sorts of problems are one of the reasons why early 

warning experts and the DPPC are seeking an objective methodology.  They feel that 

if the results are “hard” figures backed up by objective assessments and data, it will 

not be possible for woreda, district, and regional governments to alter them.  Until 

such a methodology is instituted, however, the appearance of consensus is the next 

best thing.  This is why efforts by regional administrations to substantially alter 

assessment results are so disturbing to the federal DPPC staff and other early warning 

experts. 

The closest contender to an objective methodology, HEA likewise 

incorporates consensus.  However, in this case, it is the consensus of experts, rather 

than an agreement negotiated between assessment teams, early warning committees, 

and regional administrators.  During the analysis phase of an HEA assessment, the 

team brings together all of the data collected in the field and crunches the numbers.  

During this process, which can take days, there is much discussion about the results 

of individual interviews, and results from individual interviews can be discarded if 

they do not seem to conform to expected results.  The aim is to try and arrive at an 

understanding of the situation of typical households and what their needs are likely to 

be.  To arrive at this typical picture, extreme cases are often omitted from the 
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analysis.  Members of the team that participated in the pilot testing of HEA in Somali 

Region reported that they were uncomfortable with the averages, estimates, and 

assumptions that had to be made during HEA analysis.  In fact, one of them said, “We 

are not taking averages, just consensuses.  The consensus – there is no way out.”  In 

other words, they were aware that even this approach that many considered to be 

more objective was also based on arriving at agreements among the team members, 

rather than solid and incontrovertible numbers.  If the methodology were to be 

officially adopted by the DPPC, though, the numbers it generated would become solid 

and incontrovertible once arrived at by the assessment team, and thus less susceptible 

to change by regional administrations or at the federal level than the numbers derived 

by the current system, since they are a product of a particular method of analysis (i.e. 

negotiation among experts) rather than negotiation with outside parties.   

 

The Early Warning Working Group and the Limits of Consensus 

An important question in operating by consensus is whose view prevails in the 

consensus-making process?  Moreover, what happens to the views that are not 

represented in the consensus position?  And what happens when consensus breaks 

down, or was never there to begin with?  The Early Warning Working Group is a 

significant means by which early warning experts achieve consensus, and a means by 

which breakdowns in consensus are addressed.  As described in the previous chapter, 

the group formed in 1996 following a workshop that was organized by the World 

Food Programme in order to address donor concerns about emergency needs 
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assessment.  The conclusion of the workshop was to increase collaboration and 

transparency between the DPPC and other organizations involved in early warning.  

The working group was created as one means to achieve this end.  Monthly meetings 

of the group consist of discussions of group efforts such as assessments, workshops, 

and training, as well as exchanges of information about conditions in different parts 

of the country.  Moreover, the working group has begun to have an annual action plan 

that members contribute to and agree upon during the first few meetings of the year, 

in order to better coordinate activities that concern all group members.  A lot of 

coordination work also happens outside of the meetings, over the telephone and in 

face-to-face communications between two or more members.   

In general, during exchanges of information in the meetings, individuals with 

different expertise or knowledge of different operational areas offer what they know, 

and the information is usually accepted at face value. Sometimes someone will raise a 

question, and if anyone in the room knows something about what they are asking, 

they will answer.  For example, in the February 3, 2004 meeting, the UNICEF 

representative asked about the current “hot spot”144 in Gambella (far western 

Ethiopia), and asked the DPPC for feedback on the situation and what action had 

been taken.  The chair of the working group, the DPPC Early Warning Department 

Head, replied, “With regard to Gambella, is the hot spot conflict? It is public 

information, in the newspapers and so on.  I don’t have any information on what 

DPPC’s response was.”145   

                                                 
144 “Hot spot” refers to an area where a crisis is currently underway. 
145 The UNICEF representative was referring to a conflict between ethnic Nuer, Highland settlers and 
the Ethiopian military, on one side, and Anuak, on the other, beginning in late 2003, in which several 
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A representative of Catholic Relief Services (CRS) offered: 

We’ve been working with Africare in Gambella.  The emergency 
operation [in response to the famine] ended in September, but we had 
a few metric tons [of grain] left in our Gambella warehouse.  We were 
planning to move it out in December but couldn’t because of the 
conflict.  Last month, the region asked us to distribute it to displaced 
people – 8,000 people were looking for assistance from outside bodies.  
We have started distribution and have some leftover metric tons for 
this month.  The conflict situation looks better than before, but around 
300 people per day move to Sudan.  But inside the town, it is settled. 

 

There was no further information on the Gambella situation from other members, and 

the meeting adjourned after this.  The fact that an NGO undertook distribution of food 

aid to internally displaced people (IDPs) at the request of regional officials and 

without the apparent knowledge of the DPPC Early Warning Department Head went 

unremarked largely because it was not seen as an early warning issue, and therefore it 

was outside of the jurisdiction of the group.  Further, the early warning system is not 

specifically concerned with conflict or conflict-induced displacement, although 

conflict-induced IDPs fall under the DPPC’s emergency response mandate. The chair 

saw this as an individual request for information by the UNICEF representative, and 

after the meeting he passed the CRS representative’s information along to the Vice 

Commissioner, who was already aware of it from contact with Gambella Region 

officials. 

In addition to these one-off exchanges of information, group members can 

clarify sources of confusion.  In the February meeting, a representative from the 

National Meteorological Services Agency (NMSA) gave a report on a rainfall system 

                                                                                                                                           
hundred people were killed, and tens of thousands of people were displaced from their homes.  This 
conflict intensified in December 2003, with the massacre of as many as 1,000 Anuak by Highland 
settlers supported by the police and army. 
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coming from the Indian Ocean that brought rain to the southern and eastern parts of 

the country, but that the extended forecast showed that it would be dry for the first 

dekad (ten days) of February, with a line of rainfall extending from the northeast to 

the southwest.  The chair asked if this were part of the belg rains (CRS and CARE 

representatives instantly disagreed) or unseasonal rains. The NMSA representative 

replied that it was a “pre-season rain,” thus not part of the belg rains, which normally 

would begin in mid-March.  He also said that the early rains were good for the 

farmers in the northeast to prepare land for sowing their long-cycle crops.  The CARE 

representative then referred to the positive forecast for the belg season offered at the 

NMSA forecasting meeting the prior week.  The chair reiterated that the NMSA 

forecast was positive, but that “if you have seen the report from Sulaiman and the 

Somali Early Warning System, there is now a pre-season rainfall. This helped a lot to 

alleviate the current water situation, but local people usually say this phenomenon 

means the main season will be late and it will be affected – this is ‘local knowledge.’” 

He again repeated that the NMSA said the season would be good.  The CRS 

representative reported, “In the southern and Rift Valley areas, we had a discussion 

with farmers, who are predicting dryness late in the season – they are calling it an 

‘early season.’”  (This would seem to contradict her earlier assertion that this was not 

part of the belg rains.)  The DPPC pastoral team leader repeated the chair’s question 

as to whether it was an early season or unseasonal rains, adding that “in Somali 

Region they started recording rains as of January in some areas.  This is abnormal.”  

The NMSA representative responded that in the northeastern parts of the country it 

was a pre-season rain, and that after a week the belg system would strengthen and the 
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belg rains would continue. However, “for Somali Region the forecast is dry and then 

normal from March onwards.  To be more professional, I will take this question [i.e., 

he will answer it later].  There is a monthly forecast issued by the forecasting 

department, and they will analyze in detail whether this Indian Ocean system will 

continue or not.”  This offer to do more research and report back to the group 

concluded the exchange about the rains. 

In the exchange, a number of individuals were able to offer first- or second-

hand reports from the field, including two based on local knowledge, which were 

compared with the NMSA forecast and found to be in conflict with it.  The question 

as to whether the rains were an early manifestation of the belg or just unseasonal was 

not resolved on the spot. The resolution was for the recognized expert party, in this 

case the NMSA representative, to obtain more information and report back to the 

group.  The rest of the group was willing to resolve the matter this way, trusting that 

the NMSA forecasting department would possess sufficient information to determine 

whether or not the rains would extend into the belg season. They were willing to 

disregard the local knowledge in favor of the NMSA forecast, at that time.  By the 

next working group meeting, on March 11, 2004, the DPPC cropping area team 

leader reported that because of the early rains mentioned in the prior meeting, farmers 

had prepared their land for the belg season, but the rains had stopped entirely, and 

they only planted 31% of the prepared land as a result.  Germinated crops had started 

to wilt, and if there would be no rain within the coming week, the belg season would 

be a complete failure.  This would appear to uphold the “local knowledge”-based 

predictions. 
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The representative from the Ministry of Agriculture asked the NMSA 

representative to comment on the forecast, which indicated that rainfall would 

improve in mid-March.  He replied, reading a report from February 2004, that 

dryness is more prevalent in the second dekad of February.  In the first 
dekad of March, there has been essentially no rainfall.  We have 
started to post our agro-meteorological bulletin on a web page, starting 
from February.  About the coming rainfall situation, we have discussed 
with many experts and conferred with various international centers.  
The problem is with the northern hemisphere system – it is not going 
as anticipated.  Tropical circulations near Malagasy are leading to dry 
spells.  But now there is a high probability of rainfall activity starting 
in the southern parts from mid-March onwards.  The characteristic 
pattern of the belg rain is one day of rainfall followed by three to five 
days of no rain.  It’s a convective system.  The agency still goes with 
the forecast. 

 

The NMSA representative thus re-asserted his agency’s expertise, and since it was 

not yet mid-March, and thus the forecast could not yet be confirmed by actual 

rainfall, there was no disagreement, but the DPPC cropping area team leader followed 

up by saying that the regions reported that if rains resumed within a week, there could 

be some belg production, but otherwise it would be a failure. The Ministry of 

Agriculture representative pointed out that if the rains improved now, more belg 

planting could occur in the central areas and the north, and in the southern areas belg 

planting could be extended into April.  However, the chair expressed concern that less 

than 50% of the land had been planted in the main belg areas: “From the performance 

of planting already there is a critical problem.”   He then asked for those who went to 

the Climate Outlook Forum in Nairobi to comment on the forecast of the Drought 

Monitoring Center in Nairobi (DMCN), which differed from the NMSA forecast for 

the coming season.   
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 A discussion of the differences between the DMCN and NMSA forecasts 

ensued, taking some of the pressure off of the NMSA representative.  The DMCN 

forecast for March, April and May was for normal to below normal over most belg 

areas, while that of the NMSA was for normal to above normal. The WFP/VAM 

representative pointed out that the current situation more closely matched the DMCN 

forecast.  The FEWS Net representative pointed out that the DMCN can forecast rain, 

but not its distribution, and that when there is variation the NMSA forecast was 

better, but that the season was generally erratic and therefore difficult to forecast, 

compared with the September-October-November seasonal forecast.  The CARE 

representative stressed the implications for helping farmers, stating, “It’s an alarming 

situation.  We have to look at the availability of seed and rain. …We need to look at 

even the variety of seeds.  In East and West Hararghe they can plant short cycle crops 

as late as the end of March, early April.  We have to look at the availability of seed 

and what is expected in response in different areas.”  The Ministry of Agriculture 

representative offered: 

It’s better if we stick to the national forecast.  Regarding the DMCN 
forecast, from experience, we know they are getting their forecasts 
from different sources – that is one thing. It is global, so better stick to 
the national one.  NMSA should have readjusted if there was a need, 
but they felt there was no need to revise.  It’s good to have different 
information, but it is dangerous to refer to that information in planning 
interventions and advising farmers.  Still, we should look at the 
situation on the ground and let the NMSA know. 

 

The WFP/VAM representative responded that she had talked to the DMCN on the 

phone, and they insisted that the methodology the DMCN uses is global and it is 

better to use the national forecast when they conflict.   
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The chair concluded the discussion of the conflicting forecasts by stating: 

The actual condition is not consistent with the local forecast.  We 
don’t know what will happen in the coming two weeks.  But now, 
especially in the northern part of the country, it is a serious condition.  
In Amhara highlands they started getting rain in January and started 
planting in January.  Don’t be confused with forecasts.  We have to 
follow the situation on the ground. 

 

He then directed the discussion away from the conflicting forecasts by asking if 

anyone had information regarding how root crops were performing in the south.  In a 

car ride following the meeting, the FEWS NET country representative told me that 

FEWS NET and others made their recommendations based on the NMSA forecast 

and would disregard the DMCN forecast because they didn’t want to be inconsistent: 

“Everything is based on the NMSA forecast. It’s the better one.”  Indeed, the NMSA 

forecast had featured in FEWS NET/Ethiopia’s February report, while the DMCN 

forecast, issued in time for the March report, was not mentioned. In the end, rains did 

pick up again in mid-March, and remained generally favorable through April, though 

the belg season had mixed results and was reported as a failure in many areas.  

Indeed, the rains ended early in Somali Region, as the “local knowledge” had 

predicted.  

In this case, the national forecast was considered better than the global one, 

but information regarding the “situation on the ground” was held to be even more 

important than the forecasts.  However, despite the references to “local knowledge” 

and predictions in the meetings, “following the situation on the ground” as the 

working group chair advocated meant getting information from the regional offices, 

not the local people.  This is not immediately evident from the discussion, but has to 
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do with the DPPC Early Warning Department’s weekly contact with the regional 

offices, which in turn are charged with tracking conditions in the woredas.  While 

from Addis Ababa the regional offices might seem to be in touch with “the situation 

on the ground,” these offices are far removed from the woreda offices, which 

themselves are far removed from the kebelles or peasant authorities that they 

oversee.146   

 Information is not the only thing around which early warning experts strive to 

build consensus.  More than providing a forum for deciding how to handle conflicting 

information, the Early Warning Working Group also serves as a means of attempting 

to coordinate early warning-related efforts in Ethiopia, ranging from needs 

assessment to capacity building.  Despite the emphasis on consensus and coordination 

among the early warning experts, their organizations often engage in ad hoc 

assessments, as well as carry out interventions without coordinating with other 

organizations involved in similar activities.  While there is a lot of talk about 

coordinating in order to reduce duplication of efforts and thereby conserve resources, 

as one working group member put it, “Every time there is a crisis, everyone runs off 

and does their own thing.”  Ideally, working by consensus using transparent methods 

is supposed to reduce this way of doing things, which most early warning experts 

perceive as wasteful and confusing.  In practice, however, organizations want 

information that supports their own mandates in their own operational areas, and they 

trust their staff the most.  Moreover, they want to maximize their relevance to donor 

                                                 
146 This emerged as a theme in interviews with woreda level DPPC staff, as well as practically in 
assessments.  In one case, when we were traveling with a woreda staff member, we drove to the wrong 
location because he did not know where a particular village was located. 
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agencies, not to mention their income, and doing things in coordination with other 

organizations does not always serve this purpose.  Two examples that emerged in 

Early Warning Working Group meetings involved a non-food needs assessment led 

by UNICEF that the DPPC had not been informed about, and an attempt to organize 

several different early warning capacity-building initiatives.  These two examples 

illustrate some of the complexities of trying to work in a consensus driven manner in 

an environment in which individual organizations continue to make decisions based 

on their own interests, outside the group’s ability to achieve consensus. 

 In their November 24, 2003, meeting, the Early Warning Working Group 

discussed the upcoming pastoral area assessment.  The chair began by informing the 

group that the pastoral area assessment (including Somali Region, Borena in Oromiya 

Region, and South Omo in SNNPR) would begin on December 12 and be completed 

by the end of the month, that training was already underway in Somali Region 

because the assessment there would be conducted using HEA methodology 

(discussed in Chapter Three), and that UNICEF was doing a separate non-food 

assessment.147  The Save the Children-UK representative immediately pointed out 

that the HEA methodology has a non-food component, so the separate assessment by 

UNICEF was unnecessary.148 The WFP/VAM representative said that WFP field 

monitors, who typically participate in the multi-agency needs assessments, usually 

took leave at the end of the year, and she hadn’t been aware that the assessment was 

                                                 
147 In the 2002-2003 famine, the international community began to recognize the importance of 
addressing “non-food needs” such as agricultural inputs, water, sanitation, education, etc.  Thus, non-
food needs became part of the annual appeal, and assessing non-food needs in addition to food aid 
requirements became an early warning issue at that time as well.   
148 Save the Children-UK developed HEA and was one of its main proponents in Ethiopia.  See 
Chapter Three. 
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scheduled to start on December 12 and that the training had already started.  The chair 

replied that this showed the importance of coordination between the partners, and the 

coordinating committee for the assessment consisted of a representative from DPPC, 

one from FEWS NET, and one from WFP/VAM.  The implication was that the 

WFP/VAM member of the coordinating committee should have reported to the 

WFP/VAM unit head. 

Following a brief discussion of logistics of the DPPC-led assessment, several 

group members asked how the division between the food and non-food assessment 

came about, and why DPPC wasn’t involved in the non-food assessment. The chair’s 

reply echoed that of the Save the Children-UK representative: the HEA methodology 

itself had a non-food component, and SCF-UK was engaged on behalf of the DPPC.  

One member pointed out that the non-food assessment was being carried out by not 

only UNICEF, but also the World Health Organization, Save the Children, and the 

Somali Region DPPC, and asked why the federal DPPC wasn’t involved.  The chair 

replied, “We didn’t have information about this one and wouldn’t have been able to 

participate because of staff constraints.”  DPPC staff would be tied up in the food 

needs assessment.  He himself had learned of the non-food assessment at the Crisis 

Management Committee meeting on Friday.  The same member stated that “it would 

be good for DPPC to be involved in the non-food assessment.”  The chair replied: 

“My comment is otherwise.  It would be good for other organizations to join the 

DPPC assessment.  I heard it just now about that type of assessment.  DPPC should 

have been informed.”  After that comment, the chair began to discuss the piloting of 

the HEA methodology in Amhara Region, scheduled to begin in January.   
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In this exchange, the chair of the working group was clearly annoyed at not 

having known about the assessment planned by UNICEF.  UNICEF has had a long 

history of involvement with and support of the DPPC’s early warning system, but it is 

also recognized as serving its own purpose, which is holistic support of child health, 

while the DPPC historically has been involved in the delivery of food aid.  Indeed, a 

UNICEF staff member told me in an interview that UNICEF recognized a conceptual 

divergence between UNICEF and the DPPC, in that the DPPC response was food aid-

oriented and that at the signal of a crisis the first thing the DPPC did was to find out 

how many metric tons of food needed.  “They are not looking at the real causes, not 

looking at why there is malnutrition.  The reason for this is government priorities and 

lack of expertise.”  UNICEF was, therefore, he said, “pushing its own interests,” 

which were aimed at solving the problems of malnutrition and disease among 

children and their families.  Consensus, and the coordination required to achieve it, 

could be suspended at times when the specific interests of organizations were 

perceived to be at odds with each other. This particular decision, and others like it, 

occurred at a higher administrative level than the early warning experts comprising 

the working group, but it affected their working relationship.  

The second example of a coordination snafu emerged while the Early 

Warning Working Group was in the process of compiling its annual action plan for 

2004, an effort undertaken to take advantage of the “good year” following the 2002-

2003 famine, during which people had been working so hard to address the crisis that 

other projects had had to be put aside.  The working group chair had requested input 

from member organizations, which had submitted possible activities to him prior to 
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the first meeting of the year, held on January 13, 2004. A number of these activities 

involved capacity building, and the group struggled to determine how these activities 

could be coordinated so as to complement each other or at least not overlap or 

conflict with each other, before finally deciding to appoint a subcommittee the task of 

examining the proposed initiatives, communicating with the organizations that had 

proposed them, and coming up with a strategy.  Indeed, the DPPC had proposed one 

of the activities, a capacity assessment of the DPPC Early Warning System from the 

woreda to regional to federal level, in order to try to organize different capacity 

building initiatives being proposed or undertaken by the World Bank, UNICEF, and 

WFP.  The DPPC’s idea was to do a systematic assessment of capacity building needs 

and circulate it to the different organizations for their response, rather than allowing 

them to make ad hoc interventions.  The other activities that appeared on the list 

included a 5-year plan from UNICEF to improve the early warning capacity of the 

woreda-level DPPC staff in 260 drought-prone woredas; one by CARE to introduce 

the early warning system at the community level; one by World Vision Ethiopia to 

provide training in early warning data management; and one by Save the Children-

UK’s Institutional Support Program (ISP) to train regional, zonal and woreda staff in 

early warning data collection.  The last two items were removed from the group’s 

action plan as they were deemed to be specific to the proposing organizations and not 

requiring the Early Warning Working Group’s support.  The group’s chair also 

related that the World Bank was initiating a 15-year program to support Ethiopia’s 

pastoral areas, and part of that program involved establishing or improving pastoral 

early warning systems. Moreover, UNDP and WFP had new proposals to introduce 
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the early warning system at the community level.  Even though the World Bank and 

UNDP were not currently working group members, the DPPC was interested in 

making sure that there was some coordination between all of these activities.   

The discussion about these different initiatives spanned three group meetings, 

from January through March, and centered on whether or not they were Early 

Warning Working Group’s concern, which depended on whose capacity was being 

assessed or built and to what end.  The FEWS NET representative asked whether 

these activities involved the participation of the working group, and proposed that 

they be left to the different organizations, which could then share information about 

them if necessary.  He pointed out that the initiatives seemed very institution-focused 

(i.e. on the DPPC).  The WFP/VAM representative responded, “We have duplicating 

efforts and we didn’t know it.  Let’s establish a separate task force when we can share 

activity.”  The chair stated that they seemed like Early Warning Working Group 

activities, but that a separate task force could be established to devise a strategy for 

coordinating them.  Otherwise, “if each organization does its own thing, we’ll have a 

mess.  We have to standardize at the beginning.  Otherwise, it will be really 

disorganized.  This is why we need to put it on the Early Warning Working Group 

agenda.”  There was some confusion regarding the DPPC’s proposal for capacity 

assessment regarding whose capacity would be assessed.  As late as the March 11 

meeting, the chair had to clarify that assessing the capacity of the early warning 

system was not the same as doing so for the Early Warning Department, and that it 

concerned a wider range of actors. The group accepted that the capacity assessment as 

well as the effort to coordinate the different capacity building efforts could be taken 
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as part of the group’s action plan.  However, several members remarked that it 

seemed that different plans were already underway as separate initiatives, and they 

worried about the timing, i.e. that it might be too late. In the end, at the March 

meeting, FEWS NET was assigned to lead the coordination effort; the FEWS NET 

representative stated that “it’s better to give it to a development institution, since 

capacity building is a development issue.”  This is ironic, considering the FEWS NET 

representative’s initial position was that these capacity building efforts were not 

under Early Warning Working Group jurisdiction, but rather only the concern of the 

organizations undertaking them. 

The need to coordinate efforts and avoid redundant activities is a very 

common theme in discussions about early warning and humanitarian action generally.  

What is interesting here is that when presented with a very concrete possibility for 

engaging in coordination and taking advantage of multiple initiatives to spread 

resources out more evenly, working group members were initially reluctant to 

consider it to be a matter for their concern and had to be persuaded by the working 

group chair.  Their position was that these initiatives were the responsibility of 

specific organizations and were aimed at a particular institution (the DPPC), rather 

than the working group as a whole.  However, when reminded that the DPPC’s early 

warning system consists of not just the early warning department but also its partners, 

and that members of their organization were included in it as well, they were willing 

to accept it as a working group activity. From this, it seems that the coalition between 

the DPPC and its “partners,” as the other organizations are usually called, is rather 

weak, since Early Warning Working Group members tend not to think first of their 
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participation in the national early warning system as a whole, but rather of their 

individual organizations’ roles and interests.  

What these two examples show is that the consensus achieved by early 

warning working group members is limited, particularly in the areas of planning and 

data collection.  Their bosses will propose and obtain funding for activities that 

incorporate early warning work without consulting them or the chair of the group, the 

DPPC Early Warning Department Head.  Moreover, other organizations outside of 

the group will also enter into early warning activities, again without consultation. And 

there is always a certain amount of ad hoc assessment or data collection that takes 

place because particular organizations need it for work in their operational areas.  

Many of the decisions to undertake these activities occur at a higher administrative 

level.  For example, WFP is very much directed from its international headquarters in 

Rome, and decisions regarding USAID funding occur in Washington, DC.  The 

UNICEF proposal for early warning capacity building in 260 woredas was requested 

by the DPPC Vice Commissioner, a former Early Warning Department Head, but 

without input from the current Early Warning Department Head. While all 

organizations are required to work through the DPPC as the official coordinator of 

disaster management in the country, international organizations are often perceived, 

by DPPC staff and leadership as well as their own staff, as trying to bypass the DPPC 

and “do their own thing.”  On the other hand, many organizations view the DPPC’s 

efforts to control disaster management activities as obstructionist, which encourages 

them to try to bypass it.  This leads to what the donor community recognize as 

inefficiencies, such as the duplication of effort in the case of the capacity building 
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initiatives, and the extra non-food assessment conducted by UNICEF. The Early 

Warning Working Group is not an effective mechanism for preventing these, in part 

because its members are not the ones making the decisions about these sorts of 

activities.  The working group can and does coordinate the regular assessments and 

the input into the annual appeal, as well as a number of other activities initiated by 

members of the group, but without the cooperation of those who do not sit around the 

table each month, their ability to coordinate all early warning activities in the country 

is limited. 

 

Now You See It, Now You Don’t:  Transparency and Accountability  

If objectivity and consensus are two elements of a triad supporting the 

credibility of famine early warning systems, the third is transparency.  It is not 

unrelated to the other two; objective information is often thought of as being gathered 

through transparent means, and achieving consensus requires a certain amount of 

transparency among those deliberating.  However, while objectivity and consensus 

are sought by and demanded of famine early warning systems generally, transparency 

is demanded only of the DPPC’s Early Warning System because the Ethiopian 

government has, for the reasons outlined in Chapter Three, historically not been 

trusted by donors.  Singling out the DPPC Early Warning Department follows from 

the belief that transparency counters corruption, as the government of Ethiopia, and 

by extension the DPPC, is more likely to be considered potentially corrupt by 

international organizations and donor governments.  However, the particular target of 
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the demand for transparency also points to how international organizations and 

donors believe politics affect famine early warning.  The DPPC, because its historical 

relationship with donors and the fact that it is an Ethiopian government agency, is 

considered to be inherently political, while USAID-funded FEWS NET, or WFP’s 

VAM unit, or even NGOs like Save the Children-UK, are not.  This is in part because 

the DPPC early warning system is believed to be subject to capture in ways that no 

amount of consensus can overcome, while international organizations are thought to 

be sufficiently independent of the politics of their funding sources and home 

governments to be believable.  Aside from the question of whose politics count as 

politics, the demand for transparency and DPPC’s efforts to meet that demand raise 

questions about the politics of transparency itself. 

Transparency has become a major focus in governance and public policy, 

particularly in anti-corruption efforts.  This increased emphasis on transparency has 

often been linked to processes of globalization and democratization, as well as the 

global spread of new information and communications technologies and global media 

flows (e.g. Finel and Lord, 2000; Holzner and Holzner, 2006).  While it has no fixed 

definition, transparency is generally regarded as making information publicly 

available and decision-making processes open to public scrutiny.  It is also closely 

linked with accountability: “The purpose for demanding transparency is to allow 

citizens, markets, or governments to hold institutions accountable for their policies 

and performance” (Bellver and Kaufmann, 2004, p. 4).  Following this logic, if 

transparency is meant to be “a tool to facilitate the evaluation of public institutions, 

the information provided needs to account for their performance.  At the same time, 



295 
 

 

the public must be able to interrogate the information provided and use it to hold 

institutions accountable” (ibid.).  Thus, transparency is not simply the release of 

information, which if done in too great a quantity could just as easily be further 

obfuscation.  Rather, “transparency can be regarded as the openness of institutions, 

that is, the degree to which outsiders (such as citizens or stockholders) can monitor 

and evaluate the actions of insiders (such as government officials or corporate 

managers)” with the aim to improve performance (Bellver and Kaufmann, 2004, p. 

5).   

However, there is still considerable debate over whether transparency is 

entirely effective at reducing corruption.  Indeed, it may be possible that transparency 

provides valuable information for corrupt officials and that “corruption may actually 

increase when the organization becomes (locally) more transparent” (Bellver and 

Kaufmann, 2004, p. 12).  That is, transparency provides information that can be used 

for activities that are deemed corrupt.  Likewise, “transparency can lead to a switch to 

alternative methods of corruption without having any significant impact on the 

overall amount of funds diverted” if it is only partially applied (ibid.)   Nevertheless, 

a consensus has emerged in the governance literature that increased transparency 

exposes and discourages corruption.  Moreover, it can give different social groups 

better access to different stages of the policy-making process from setting the agenda 

to choosing and implementing the most favorable option: “The broader the 

dissemination the better the allocation of resources will meet the needs of the 

majority of the population” (ibid.).   
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The governance literature does not problematize the notion of corruption 

itself.  Indeed, as Robin Theobald (1999) points out, the dependence in the 

development literature on the notion of patrimonialism and neo-patrimonialism, and 

development programs trying to reform states that have been so identified, have more 

of a moralistic than a usefully analytic base.  Theobald’s claim is that “the specific 

manifestation of personalistic ties in [developing countries] is primarily a symptom of 

a conjuncture in which escalating demands for goods and services are targeted, by 

default, mainly upon a single area: the state.  In developed economies, by contrast, 

such demands are diffused via established formal organizations across a range of 

institutional areas” (p. 499).  Thus, “our dependence upon a particular conception of a 

state whose origins lie in the unique historical experience of the West may be 

clouding the issue of the real problem of underdevelopment and how it might be 

addressed” (ibid.).  As well, Mlada Bukovansky argues that  

the emergence of corruption as a core issue in the governance agenda 
of multilateral institutions, and in the academic discourse informing 
the policies of such institutions, raises important questions of political 
agency and moral action in politics, but up to this point these questions 
have been obscured by the technical-instrumental approach to 
institutions and the rationalist economic methods deployed by the 
prevailing liberal discourse constituting the anti-corruption consensus. 
(2006, p. 204)   

 

Further, while such multilateral institutions are unlikely to rely on the self-

determination of either publics or states in developing countries to further their 

governance agenda, “the governance discourse emanating from institutions like the 

IMF [International Monetary Fund], the World Bank, and even the United Nations, is 



297 
 

 

likely to remain anemic and ineffectual (not to say hypocritical) without the active, 

committed, self-determining participation of the people to whom the governance 

agenda is directed” (ibid.).   

Indeed, as Ann Florini points out, sometimes the institutions demanding 

transparency offer little of it themselves.  In her discussion of the role of the World 

Bank and IMF in promoting transparency in poor countries, Florini asks whether 

these institutions possess sufficient transparency to advocate transparency for others.  

Despite efforts to improve their own transparency, “whether meaningful transparency 

can be made to happen, or is already being made to happen, is less clear” (1999, p. 

24).  She argues that producing transparency is less a question of establishing policy 

than providing the right incentives: will World Bank or IMF staff be accountable for 

the success of projects and programs, or merely for moving money and getting 

projects through the pipeline?  If the former, then the information required by 

transparency guidelines and standards is more likely to be meaningful and facilitate 

openness and accountability.   

Even so, with organizations like the World Bank and the IMF, as with donor-

funded organizations, accountability is not a straightforward matter.  To whom should 

these organizations be accountable?  In other words, to whom should they expose 

their inner workings?  As Florini points out, “the Bank is an agent, but it arguably 

answers to two quite different principals: those affected by the projects it helps to 

finance, and the governments of its member states” (1999, p. 24).  Likewise, IMF 

programs affect the well being of much of the world’s population although their 

immediate clients are governments.  When governments benefiting from Bank or IMF 
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programs do not work in the interests of their citizens, to whom should these 

organizations be held accountable, the governments or the people?  By providing 

information only to governments, and not ensuring that that information is publicly 

released, such organizations remain opaque, and allow governments to remain 

opaque, to the populations that are meant to benefit from the programs.  This, as 

Florini points out, is a moral issue, rather than merely an issue of improving 

performance.   

These are just some of the complex questions raised in enacting the principle 

of transparency.  In the particular case of famine early warning in Ethiopia, donors 

saw the need for transparency on the part of the DPPC in order to assure themselves 

that the requests for assistance the government of Ethiopia was making were based on 

“real” beneficiary numbers.  Prior to 1996, early warning in Ethiopia was centrally 

controlled by the federal DPPC.  Information came from the woredas but was 

analyzed and disseminated from and acted upon at the center, and federal DPPC staff 

conducted needs assessments.  According to a former head of the Early Warning 

Department, there was little indication to donors of how the numbers were derived 

and what they really meant.  They were therefore reluctant to provide the level of 

assistance the DPPC requested, especially if their own sources suggested that the 

figures were higher than they should be. The donors’ demand for transparency 

amounted to requesting that the DPPC open up its early warning and needs 

assessment to outside observation so that they could be assured that the numbers had 

some real basis.  This was achieved by allowing early warning and food security 
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experts from other organizations to collaborate with the DPPC and participate in 

assessments.    

Since the institution of the Early Warning Working Group and the multi-

agency assessments, donor pledges towards Ethiopian government appeals have 

increased to cover between 70 and 100 per cent of need, from the previously typical 

50 per cent or less.  Moreover, with the multi-agency assessments, the DPPC was 

able to lay claim to human and material resources from a number of other 

organizations in order to carry out its work.  Experts, vehicles, and logistical support 

now come from many agencies, including NGOs, the United Nations, donor agencies, 

and other Ethiopian government departments.  In this way, the DPPC was rewarded 

for increased transparency, but what effect did its compliance have on donor 

perceptions of the system’s honesty and accuracy? 

According to a representative of the British Department for International 

Development (DFID), “There is a definite feeling that no one believes Ethiopia 

anymore.”  Of her organization specifically, she stated, “We are one of the big donors 

for humanitarian assistance [to Ethiopia].  We take the appeal into account.  We don’t 

believe it, but we take it into account in allocating assistance.”  While not everyone 

states it this directly, there is an understanding among the representatives of donor 

agencies not only that the numbers in the annual appeal are inaccurate, but also that 

the means by which they are reached are inherently problematic.   Increased 

transparency in the annual needs assessment and appeal process has not led to a 

greater belief in the numbers, but rather to a greater understanding of what the 

problems are in determining needs in Ethiopia.  At the same time, it has led to an 
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increased acceptance of the inaccurate numbers produced by the flawed assessment 

method, to reward the DPPC for opening up to outsiders.   

The consensus among donor agencies, the DPPC early warning staff, and 

other early warning experts seems to be that as long as the multi-agency assessments 

continue, and as long as the DPPC openly leads the search for a better needs 

assessment methodology, donors will continue to program their responses more 

closely to the annual appeal.  As the Food Security Advisor for the Canadian 

International Development Agency (formerly a Food for Peace officer with USAID) 

put it, “I tend to trust the [national] Early Warning System.  Usually the assessments 

are joint.  Notwithstanding the problems in the methodology, whenever there are joint 

assessments, they are credible.”  However, he also indicated that the need for 

transparency was not permanent; the joint assessments could be done away with as 

soon as an objective methodology was instituted.  “One should not continue doing 

things jointly forever.  If we can make assessments objective, using whatever method, 

then the system will tell for itself.  The trick is coming up with an uncontestable, 

simple – it has to be simple – objective method.  It should not be done jointly forever” 

because of the expense and the use of resources that should be used for other tasks.  

Following this thinking, transparency, because it creates trust, serves as a substitute 

for objectivity in assuring credibility; it, like consensus, will do until an objective 

methodology has been put in place. 

Interestingly, the DPPC’s transparency only works in a particular direction: 

towards the donors and other international organizations.  In all of the arguments 

made about the importance of transparency, none considers openness towards the 



301 
 

 

people of Ethiopia to be necessary or desirable.  In part, this is because the numbers 

in the current system are derived at the woreda level, often called the “grassroots.”  

However, while the final results are communicated back to the regions, the regional 

administrations are under no particular obligation to communicate the overall results 

to the woredas.  The DPPC is accountable to donors first, as they are its main clients 

for the provision of information and its main source of funding, even though the 

DPPC’s primary responsibility, according to policy, is to the people of Ethiopia.  

Moreover, the DPPC is not in a position to demand transparency on the part of 

donors, whose relief pledging and provision decisions can seem very opaque indeed 

to DPPC staff.  Among the DPPC Early Warning Department Staff, this situation is 

translated into, as one of them put it: “[The donors] do what they want, but without 

their money, more people would die.”   

What are the effects of transparency on the work of early warning experts 

themselves?  The DPPC staff welcome the logistical and technical support from other 

organizations that come with the multi-agency assessments.  Staff of other 

organizations value the opportunity to go out and see the situation at the local level, 

though they also express frustration at the needs assessment process, especially the 

negotiations with woreda and regional administrations.  Moreover, participating in 

the needs assessments takes time away from the work they do for their own 

organizations.  Even so, many say that early warning in Ethiopia has improved 

greatly as a result, and greater transparency is credited with improving early warning 

in many external assessments of early warning performance (e.g. Haan et al., 2005; 
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Steering Committee for the Evaluation of the Joint Government and Humanitarian 

Partners Response to the 2002-03 Emergency in Ethiopia, 2004).   

While they generally regard the multi-agency assessments and the Early 

Warning Working Group as good things, some also expressed frustration at having to 

do everything “by committee.”  For example, this has been particularly problematic 

with the needs assessment methodology sub-group (see Chapter Three).  In discussing 

the work of the sub-group during an update in the April 6, 2004, Early Warning 

Working Group meeting, the FEWS NET representative said, “the group is a 

frustrating exercise because every time we meet we come up with a different idea, 

and people lose interest.”  He attributed this dynamic to a lack of specific focus for 

the group, and asked the larger group to provide it.  The Save the Children-UK 

representative pointed to another problem: “When we get into the methodological 

debates, we don’t have the key stakeholders there who will make decisions – donors, 

DPPC [commissioner], UN, whatever.  Otherwise, even if the technical people agree, 

it has to come through decision makers – it needs their stamp of approval.”  The 

technical staff thus feel a loss of autonomy in the decision-making process; even if 

they make a decision, they can’t move forward without approval, and their work can 

be undone by the “decision makers.”   

 

 The processes by which objectivity, consensus, and transparency came to be 

valued in famine early warning emerged from a number of different forces, including 

efforts by early warning experts to increase the credibility of their work, and efforts 
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by higher-level administrators and donor agencies to base their decisions on what 

they would consider credible information.  These efforts are often expressed as 

technical improvements to early warning, obscuring their political basis and effects.  

Decisions to value one data source or methodology over another, for example, are not 

made for purely technical reasons, for the technical reasons contain politics.  

However, early warning experts often express their arguments in technical terms, 

because this preserves their expertise.  Further, in seeking objective information, early 

warning experts overlook or disregard particular sources, even when those sources 

would seem to be correct and therefore of value, as in the case of the local knowledge 

in relation to the belg season forecast.  In many instances, early warning experts 

adhere to the “official” sources of information so deemed by the Ethiopian 

government, even if there might be better sources, because they want their results to 

be accepted by the Ethiopian government, and because they maintain that the 

“systematic” errors introduced by doing so are easier to manage and correct. This 

dubious argument provides a technical veneer for what is essentially a political 

expedient, and thus it enables early warning experts to satisfy demands for credibility 

from both the Ethiopian government and international humanitarian agencies.   

 The values of objectivity, consensus, and transparency thus intertwine to 

valorize particular accounts of famine and early warning from particular sources.  

Conversely, other accounts are discounted or disregarded.   In their efforts to 

construct representations of conditions on the ground in Ethiopia that humanitarian 

agencies will act upon, early warning experts must also try to preserve a space for 

their own expertise.  This requires winning and keeping the trust of their “clients” in 
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that expertise.  That trust is based in the exclusion of information that they perceive as 

subject to political (i.e. non-technical) manipulation, and where this is not considered 

possible, ostensibly controlling for such manipulation by producing results that 

everyone can agree on, by means that everyone can see.   Significantly, the main 

sources of information that are consistently excluded by these efforts to produce 

credible information are famine-affected people.  Further, the drives for consensus 

and transparency do not extend to famine-affected people, whose trust is not 

considered to be necessary or relevant.  In this way, famine early warning is 

maintained as a domain for the production of information by certain groups of people 

(early warning experts) for use by certain other groups of people (the Ethiopian 

government, donor governments, and international humanitarian organizations).  The 

implications of this for the possibilities of famine response, and for solving the 

problem of famine, are examined in the next chapter.  
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Chapter Five: 

Fixing Famine: Ways of Moving from Prediction to Prevention 

 

“That famine persists in the modern world, a world of greater affluence and more 

advanced technology than ever before, is an anachronism and an obscenity.” 

      Stephen Devereux, Theories of Famine 

 

 Thus far, the dissertation has focused on how famine early warning system 

design and practice have shaped the kinds of information and analysis that the 

systems produce.   The effects of donor agency politics on early warning design and 

implementation have been examined, particularly in relation to what concepts of 

famine are operationalized through which methodologies and according to what 

values, but the broader context in which famine early warning systems operate, their 

relationship to the international humanitarian system, remains to be discussed.  This 

chapter addresses some of the key questions in connecting early warning practices to 

this broader context, and their implications for the analysis of famine early warning 

systems that I have developed thus far.  These questions include the relationship of 

famine early warning and response, as well as the extent to which the politics of 

information in early warning shape official responses to famine.  Given that the 

ultimate goal of famine early warning is to prevent famine, these issues are of 

particular concern to famine early warning experts as well.  Basically, if famine early 

warning systems generally work to detect crises, why do famines still occur? 

The question of why the goal of preventing famine has not been met has been 

answered in numerous ways over the last two decades, at least, as analysts attempt to 
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explain why something that many regard as avoidable not only continues to happen, 

but takes new and more devastating forms (e.g. see Devereux, 2007a).  There seem to 

be two general approaches to famine prevention: a narrow technocratic one that sees 

the main solution as preventing individual instances of famine by perfecting already 

existing famine prevention techniques, and a broader one that seeks to prevent famine 

as a phenomenon entirely.  Approaches falling into the former camp see the solution 

as a matter of improving existing early warning and response systems, while those in 

the latter camp focus on global solutions such as restructuring the international 

humanitarian system and foreign aid generally, so as to effectively reduce poverty on 

a global scale.  These global solutions fall into a further two camps: those who see the 

problem of famine prevention as being primarily economic, and those who see it as 

political.   Those seeking a political solution increasingly rely on the notion of human 

rights as a framework for restructuring economic and political relations to guarantee 

people’s access to food.149  

Among early warning experts interviewed for this study, an essentially linear 

assumption about the relationship between the type of information and the type of 

response prevails.  In other words, in order to change the response to famine, a 

different type of information must be provided.  This is the chief rationale behind the 

interest in methodologies such as the household economy approach.  However, early 

warning experts are also aware of the vested interests of major aid agencies in 

delivering food aid rather than addressing the “root causes” of famine, and they 

                                                 
149 While the human rights framework is not the only one employed by those interested in eradicating 
famine and ending hunger, it has become one of the prevalent ones in recent years, and has been 
adopted by some major international organizations, including the UN.  Indeed, “The Right to Food” 
was the theme of World Food Day 2007 (October 16) as promoted by the FAO. 
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complain that despite providing more livelihoods information, for example, and 

making specific recommendations about how to preserve livelihoods, the response of 

the aid giants remains essentially the same: the large scale provision of food aid.  

Examining the response record of USAID (as will be done in this chapter) shows that 

modalities of response have changed/are changing somewhat, and examining the 

reports of early warning systems such as FEWS NET and the DPPC shows that the 

type of information provided has not changed all that much.  Analysts often speak of 

a gap between early warning and response that is not only temporal but also material 

– the response fails to meet the scale of the needs laid out in the early warning 

reports.  Buchanan-Smith and Daives (1995) famously termed this the “missing link” 

and attribute it to a combination of logistical, institutional, and political constraints; 

their analysis will be discussed further below.  The gap between early warning and 

response is thus not really an information problem, even though it is often 

characterized as such.  Many early warning experts and aid agency representatives 

that acknowledge this tend to attribute the gap to the problem of “political will.”  For 

example, the Ethiopian government lacks the political will to force the aid agencies to 

address the root causes of famine, while the donor governments lack the political will 

to do so on their own initiative.  “Political will” thus essentially becomes a 

justification for early warning experts to continue concentrating on those aspects of 

the problem that they feel they can exert control over: the “technical” side of 

information gathering and analysis. However, as indicated in the previous chapters, 

this focus on early warning as a technical endeavor masks the ways in which it is 
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simultaneously involved in reproducing the political relations that lead to the impasse 

described under the “political will” rubric. 

What I call the “fixing the world” approach to solving famine relies on 

adjusting existing structures of foreign aid, trade, and international conventions to 

eradicate or at least greatly reduce poverty on a global scale.  While advocates of this 

set of approaches may not have eliminating famine as their particular goal, it would in 

theory be a side-effect of their more general interest in eliminating poverty, as 

vulnerability to food crises would be reduced.  While global approaches treating 

poverty and hunger as a global problem are nothing new, the most recent additions to 

this literature take as their mission addressing why nearly half a century of foreign aid 

has failed to produce major changes for the world’s poor.  Notable among these 

contributions is the protracted dialogue between Jeffrey Sachs, William Easterly, and 

Paul Collier.  While these authors do not talk about “political will” in so many terms, 

their main concerns are how to make governments cooperate in the poverty-reducing 

endeavor or at the very least keep them from getting in the way.  While political 

events such as state failure may bring about economic stagnation or collapse, the 

solutions revolve around ways of enabling the economy to do its thing, whether that 

is pulling people out of the poverty trap (Sachs, 2005), or bringing the bottom billion 

into the 21st century (Collier, 2007).   

This approach to the problem can be contrasted with a growing literature on 

ending hunger (and presumably famine by extension) by ensuring people’s access to 

food through explicitly political mechanisms.  This literature increasingly relies on a 

human rights framework, advancing the “right to food” as the best way to guarantee 
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the end of hunger. The right to food was formally recognized with the adoption of the 

United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948.150 This right was 

further elaborated by the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1966.  Indeed, “since 1920 more than 

120 international declarations, conventions, and resolutions have addressed various 

issues related to the right to food” (Pinstrup-Andersen et al., 1995, p. 2).  It is thus not 

a new concept.  However, despite its recognition in international declarations, there 

remains no legal instrument for enforcing the right to food.  A brief from the 

International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) summarized states’ justifications 

for not legally enforcing the right to food:  “enforcement would be prohibitively 

expensive to the state, it is impossible to define economic and social rights in legally 

enforceable terms, protecting these rights would involve redistribution of privately 

held resources, and such rights can be easily abused by repressive governments” 

(Pinstrup-Andersen et al., 1995, p. 2).  This same brief maintains that “the most likely 

cause, however, is a lack of political will to adopt policies that lead to a more 

equitable income distribution within and between countries” (p. 3).  In this instance, 

the lack of political will seems to have become a motivating force: “the failure of 

states to target development toward the poorer individuals in their populations and to 

eradicate hunger has convinced several concerned groups of the need to create a 

                                                 
150 Article 25 recognizes that “everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and 
well-being of himself and his family, including food…, and the right to security in the event of 
unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age, or other lack of livelihood in circumstances 
beyond his control” (quoted in Pinstrup-Andersen et al., 1995, p. 1).   
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legally binding obligation for states to take action against hunger” (ibid.).  Interest in 

the right to food has grown among both researchers and international organizations.151 

 This chapter considers these different approaches to solving the problem of 

famine and what they mean for famine early warning, as well as what famine early 

warning means for them.  It then examines the record of the donor response to the 

2002-2003 famine in Ethiopia in light of the issues these approaches raise regarding 

the divide between relief and development as well as efforts to separate the technical 

from the political aspects of response.  The argument advanced in this chapter is that 

while the “lack of political will” cited as a primary reason for the persistence of 

famine may be thought of as impeding technical endeavors such as famine early 

warning, these technical endeavors are firmly embedded in the political relations of 

famine.  For this reason, famine early warning systems are a potential means of 

addressing these relations, rather than masking them as they do now.  This is further 

related to the question of why famine affected populations are not included as actors 

in solving the problem of famine – why their expertise is not sought by national and 

international agencies.  The key lies in how politics are framed, or which politics 

count as politics, as subsumed under the rubric “political will,” and which politics are 

masked as technical concerns, and how the gap between the two might be bridged in 

practice.   

 

                                                 
151 Organizations that are pursuing the right to food, with varying approaches, include the FAO, IFPRI, 
the International Project on the Right to Food in Development, the Center for Economic and Social 
Rights, [IFOAM], the Institute for Food and Development Policy (Food First), the Netherlands 
Institute of Human Rights, the International Law Association, and the UN Subcommission for the 
Prevention of Discrimination and the Protection of Minorities, among others.   
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Missing Links and Questions of Jurisdiction 

 

This section discusses what I have termed the narrow technocratic approach to 

solving the problem of famine, seeking to prevent instances of famine by perfecting 

the existing systems of famine prevention and response.  Perhaps the archetypal 

example of this approach is Margaret Buchanan-Smith and Susanna Davies’s oft-

cited Famine Early Warning and Response – The Missing Link (1995).  Through a 

series of case studies, they assert the necessity of formal early warning systems for 

preventing famine.  Relying on alternatives, such as periodic assessments or a free 

press, are too risky.152 Further, in each of their cases, “none of the [early warning 

systems] failed to sound the alarm; it was the response system which failed to take 

heed sufficiently early and therefore provide timely assistance” (p. 204).  Thus, in 

their view, despite the international emphasis on perfecting early warning systems to 

prevent famine, the problem of famine had not been solved to date because of a 

combination of institutional, logistical, and political constraints that prevent adequate 

famine response.   The chief institutional constraints Buchanan-Smith and Davies 

identify have to do with issues of trust: concern about “ownership” of information 

and the need for certainty drive donors to disregard both information coming from 

national systems (i.e. information “owned” by questionable sources) and early 

                                                 
152 As Buchanan-Smith and Davies point out, assessments that are not backed up by consistent 
monitoring and local knowledge are often misleading and may miss areas where a crisis is most severe.  
Relying on the press to inform is problematic because “food crises are only newsworthy when they are 
visually shocking.  And there is no guarantee that remote, less politically important areas and 
population groups will be covered” (1995, p. 205).  While Buchanan-Smith and Davies do not 
distinguish between international, national, and local press in their claim, one can imagine that the 
problem of sensationalism particularly holds for the international press (see, e.g., Benthall, 1993), 
while the local and national press, regardless of how thorough their coverage,  may easily be 
overlooked by international agencies working in a country. 
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warnings, in favor of information coming from donor-funded or UN agencies and 

hard evidence that a crisis is underway (i.e. high malnutrition and mortality rates).  

Other institutional constraints include timing of assessments and relief pledges geared 

towards donor government fiscal calendars rather than food production cycles; the 

compartmentalization of relief and development in donor agencies; the centralized 

nature of most early warning and response systems; and the lack of accountability of 

those operating the early warning systems as well as of the international donor 

community.  Logistical constraints have to do with the amount of time it takes a 

famine response to be implemented – in other words, how long it takes relief supplies 

to get to those identified as needing them.  The authors estimate that the quickest 

response time is four to six months, depending on the agency, and delivery inland to 

beneficiaries can add an extra three months, depending on the condition of the 

transportation infrastructure.   

What is interesting about Buchanan-Smith and Davies’ analysis is that they 

create a separate category for “political constraints.”  They acknowledge that  

the political context in which early warnings of famine are issued and 
the pursuit of interests by competing and unequal groups are crucial to 
how information is used, and to how it is interpreted. Relations 
between donor governments and recipient African governments are 
perhaps the single most important determinant of whether an adequate 
relief response is launched in time.  Although humanitarian aid is 
supposed to be exempt from political conditionality, political 
differences can seriously delay a relief operation if it becomes a pawn 
in political controversy and negotiation.  In such circumstances, [early 
warning] information counts for little. … Ultimately, however, it is the 
donors’ interpretation which prevails; they control the resources. (p. 
208)   
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Even so, the authors devote only two paragraphs to political constraints, as opposed 

to the two and a half pages describing the institutional and logistical constraints.  

Moreover, the constraints they classify as institutional and logistical could just as 

easily be described as political, if politics is understood as more than just official 

relationships between governments.   As previous chapters have shown, the question 

of politics extends to the design of information systems themselves, and therefore is a 

matter not just of the use and interpretation of information, but of its very 

constitution.  Here again we encounter the technical/political divide, and again it has 

significant impact on how famine early warning is conceived and potentially enacted. 

In particular, bracketing certain problems as political has the effect of 

rendering solutions to those problems beyond the reach of early warning experts and 

aid agencies.  Institutional and logistical problems can ostensibly be solved by 

changes in policy or practice and improvements in infrastructure, while political 

problems are solely in the tricky domain of government relations.  Because the 

political constraints are paramount, however, it almost seems as though solutions to 

the other problems would have little effect unless donor-recipient government 

relations are first stabilized.  This allows Buchanan-Smith and Davies to narrow the 

larger problem of forging the link between early warning and response to a set of 

technical prescriptions for solving the chief institutional and logistical constraints.  

Indeed, they conclude that 

The immediate need is to find pragmatic solutions to the problem of 
delayed emergency responses… Finding ways of reconciling the 
political interests vested in [early warning] and response is the central 
challenge in preventing future famines, which better information alone 
can do little to tackle.  Nevertheless, changing perceptions of what 
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constitutes early warning and of the objectives of relief, shared 
responsibility for information provision, synchronizing the seasonality 
of response with that of need, pre-positioning resources, and 
decentralizing the whole process to move it closer to where the action 
is, will all help strengthen the context within which decisions to 
respond are made, to break the cycle of relief arriving always too little 

and too late. (p. 211) 
 

Thus, according to the authors, while famine will never be completely preventable 

until the broader political constraints are dealt with (i.e. until governments get their 

acts together), changes can be made that will improve the existing early warning and 

response system so that adequate relief arrives on time.  The bar for famine 

prevention is not the eradication of famine entirely, but speeding up the relief 

response to minimize casualties.  This seems to be a commonly held view among 

famine early warning experts as well as donor representatives.  In evaluations of 

particular instances of famine response, famine early warning systems are often cited 

as doing their jobs despite political obstacles, as in the evaluation of the 1999-2000 

famine in Ethiopia by Dan Maxwell referred to in the beginning of Chapter Two, as 

well as the joint evaluation of the 2002-2003 crisis, discussed later in this chapter.   

What difference does it make to label constraints to famine response 

“political” versus “institutional” or “logistical”?   Buchanan-Smith and Davies argue 

that political constraints are more intractable than institutional or logistical 

constraints, and therefore labeling a problem as political would seem to make it more 

difficult to solve, requiring higher order decision making (at the level of national 

governments and international relations, as opposed to technical staff of humanitarian 

organizations).  This has the possible effect of making problems labeled political 
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easier to ignore, because they can be regarded as essentially insoluble, as opposed to 

other sorts of problems (technical, logistical, institutional). On the other hand, if we 

accept the assertion that famine itself is inherently political, which many analysts are 

beginning to do, then it might also make sense to accept that problems related to 

famine response are also inherently political.  This could move problems related to 

response out of the “black box” of intractable politics.  Acknowledging the politics 

inherent in famine response, and by extension the political nature of problems of 

response, would, as Jenny Edkins (2007) argues, require all interested parties (from 

governments to aid agencies to famine affected people) to take responsibility for 

solving them.  Acknowledging that seemingly technical problems contain politics 

might profoundly change the nature of solutions to them as well.153 

Edkins argues that the dominant view of famine as failure, whether of weather 

or economy, necessitating a technical or managerial response, is actually part of the 

problem.  It assumes that “an otherwise benign system has collapsed and needs 

putting right” (2007, p. 53).  Further, “the appropriate response is to try to identify 

what went wrong and then intervene in some way and correct it.  Expert knowledge 

of the system and how it works enables those versed in such technologies to apply 

their programs unproblematically and provide solutions” (pp. 53-54).  She terms this 

a “technologized response,” in which the rules, practices, and techniques derived 

from a particular theoretical framework are applied to a crisis by a cadre of experts 

who are deemed to be politically neutral.  Focusing on famine as a breakdown draws 

                                                 
153 Further implications of this line of argument will be explored in greater detail in later sections of 
this chapter; here, the point is just to raise the question of why certain problems are recognized as 
political and others are not, and to suggest that problems described as technical have politics. 
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attention away from the possibility that it is an outcome of the normal run of affairs, 

and that restoring the system to “normal” might in fact perpetuate the conditions that 

cause famine to begin with.  She advocates, rather, a repoliticization of famine 

response: “A fully politicized response recognizes that there is not one theory that 

will work everywhere, and that in any case, first, theoretical analyses already embody 

political assumptions, and second, the application of general rules to particular cases 

is not straightforward” (p. 54).  Practitioners always end up making judgments, and 

because of this, their actions are always political.  Further, famines are outcomes of 

relations between people, not between people and commodities (as in the dominant 

approaches to famine, including Sen’s entitlement theory).  Therefore, solving the 

problem requires addressing these relations between people and acknowledging that 

some people benefit from famine and the suffering of others. 

How then to solve the problem of famine?  Edkins’ own proposal is to 

attribute responsibility for a famine through a legal framework that addresses the 

crime of mass starvation and holds its perpetrators accountable (whether they are 

governments, rebel groups, or even donors and humanitarian agencies).  She proposes 

thinking of it as a violation of the right to food, and creating legal mechanisms for 

addressing such violations.  While the right to food is one approach that has garnered 

considerable support, which I will address in a later section of this chapter, several 

other large scale solutions have been offered in recent years for solving the problem 

of global poverty and/or making foreign aid more effective.  Although humanitarian 

assistance is sometimes tangential to these global solutions (and sometimes even 

unquestioned by them), because of both increasing recognition that the recurrence of 
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famine is a development problem, and institutional interconnections between 

development and humanitarian assistance, the distinction between humanitarian and 

development assistance is not so clear cut.  Thus, the next section explores some of 

the global solutions to the world’s problems, including access to food, that have been 

proposed in recent years. 

 

Fixing the World:  Solving Global Poverty 

 

This section addresses the implications for famine early warning of some of 

the more prominent arguments that have recently been made for solving the problem 

of poverty on a global scale.  Famine early warning and response take place in a 

complex setting involving organizations that conduct both humanitarian and 

development work.  The immediate goals of famine early warning are ostensibly 

humanitarian, and famine early warning systems are funded through the humanitarian 

pots of agencies that work in both areas.154  However, famine early warning systems 

are increasingly involved in analysis for food security and poverty reduction, both 

concerns of development agencies.  As Riddell points out, the three worlds of foreign 

aid – official development assistance (provided by governments and 

intergovernmental agencies such as the World Bank), aid through NGOs, and 

humanitarian aid – are becoming increasingly interlinked, as donor governments turn 

over official assistance funds to NGOs rather than recipient governments for 

                                                 
154 For example, USAID’s funding of FEWS NET comes through Food for Peace, in the Bureau for 
Democracy, Conflict and Humanitarian Assistance.  Food for Peace has both humanitarian and 
development components. 
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implementing both development and humanitarian programs (Riddell, 2007, pp. 8-9).  

And these in turn are coming to resemble each other more closely, as humanitarian 

agencies are increasingly involved in disaster prevention and recovery programs that 

seek to address “root causes” of famine.155  Thus, the distinction often made between 

humanitarian and development aid is not so clear cut. Consequently, arguments about 

foreign aid generally, as well as how aid is conceptualized, funded, and implemented, 

also have a bearing on how famine early warning and response are conceptualized, 

funded and implemented.  

 A few years ago, books started appearing that professed to solve the problem 

of global poverty, or at least to improve conditions for the world’s poor by pointing 

out why all such efforts had failed up to now and what to change in approaching the 

problem.  Jeffrey Sachs’s The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our Time 

launched the trend in 2005.  William Easterly responded with The White Man’s 

Burden: Why the West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done So Much Ill and So Little 

Good in 2006.  Paul Collier, like Easterly a former World Bank economist, 

contributed to the debate with The Bottom Billion: Why the Poorest Countries Are 

Failing and What Can Be Done about It in 2007.   A sub-genre has also emerged 

focusing specifically on foreign aid, attempting to explain why decades of official 

development assistance and other forms of foreign aid have failed to help poor 

countries very much, and what to do about it.  These attempts have included David 

                                                 
155 Moreover, NGO aid and humanitarian aid have become larger portions of the aid pie: “By 2004 
(and prior to the Indian Ocean tsunami), total humanitarian aid amounted to over $15bn, equivalent to 
over 20 per cent of total [official development assistance] for that year.  Likewise in 2004, NGOs 
utilized around $23bn in aid funds for their different development and emergency activities, equivalent 
to over 30 per cent of total [official development assistance]” (Riddell, 2007, p. 9).   
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Ellerman’s Helping People Help Themselves: From the World Bank to an Alternative 

Philosophy of Development Assistance in 2005, and Roger Riddell’s Does Foreign 

Aid Really Work? in 2007.  While this study on famine early warning does not 

directly engage or contribute to the poverty eradication debates, understanding how 

aid works (or doesn’t, depending on your view) is important for understanding the 

broader context in which famine early warning systems operate and famines are 

responded to.  Debates about both development and emergency assistance work their 

way into thinking about how best to solve the problem of famine, and thus have a part 

in shaping approaches to famine. 

 The debates about how to solve global poverty more or less boil down to 

which can do the job better, the state or the market.  Jeffrey Sachs’s approach 

emphasizes the role of states.  Labeled by Collier as the “clarion call of the left” 

(2007, p. 191), Sachs’s challenge to rich governments to help poor people and 

governments end poverty stresses the impact of disease, geography, demography, and 

poor infrastructure on poor country economies.  Sachs names the Big Five for ending 

rural poverty: agricultural inputs; investments in basic health (particularly malaria and 

HIV/AIDS treatment and prevention); investments in education; power, transport and 

communications services; and safe drinking water and sanitation (pp. 233-234).  

Without what in the West would be considered basic social services, poor countries 

cannot escape the “poverty trap” and climb the “ladder of development” from 

“agriculture toward light manufacturing and urbanization and on to high-tech 
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services” (p. 18).156  Sachs identifies food productivity as the most important factor 

for why some poor countries struck it rich and others did not, followed by better 

social conditions (lower infant mortality, higher literacy, lower fertility) and larger 

populations.   

Sachs’s solution to getting the poorest countries onto the first rung of the 

ladder of development (which will pull them out of the poverty trap) is essentially for 

donor and recipient governments to seriously commit to the Millennium Development 

Goals established by the UN’s Millennium Declaration adopted in 2000, but sustain 

the commitment an additional 10 years beyond their deadline of 2015, to 2025.  These 

goals include seemingly specific targets such as eradicating extreme hunger and 

poverty by halving the proportion of those in each condition by 2015.157  Once poor 

countries reach the first rung, further economic growth will more or less be 

automatic, according to Sachs.  He appeals to a desire to advance “the Enlightenment 

vision of Jefferson, Smith, Kant and Condorcet” to motivate his generation to end 

poverty by 2025 (p. 351).  More concretely, further motivation would come from 

recognizing the connection between global poverty and US national security, as 

“economic failure…often leads to state failure as well,” and state failure leads to 

costly US military intervention (p. 332).   

                                                 
156 Sach’s metaphor of development as a ladder comes right out of modernization theory, which 
posited that with the right sort of policies Third World countries could follow the same developmental 
trajectory as ones.  Critiques of modernization theory took several forms, but tended to revolve around 
the idiosyncratic nature of development and the ideological assumptions underpinning the idea that the 
rest of the world could or should emulate the West.  For a concise account of modernization theory and 
its critics, see Tipps (1973). The fact that Sachs is able to use such a metaphor at all is an indication of 
the powerful hold modernization theory still has on mainstream Western social thought.   
157 Extreme poverty in this case is defined as having an income of less than a U.S. dollar a day.  
Suffering from hunger is not defined.  Of course, halving the numbers leaves half the people still in 
conditions of poverty and hunger, and thus is not really eradicating those conditions. 
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While Sachs’s approach is generally top-down, involving $70-80 billion a 

year in Western aid channeled primarily through governments, he indicates the failing 

of aid to date to be based on genuine needs identified not only by poor governments 

but by their citizens.  He claims that “the key to ending poverty is to create a global 

network of connections that reach from impoverished communities to the very centers 

of world power and wealth and back again…. The starting points of that chain are the 

poor themselves.” (p. 242).  He is positively glowing about this category of people he 

terms the poor: 

They are ready to act, both individually and collectively.  They are 
already hard working, prepared to struggle to stay afloat and to get 
ahead.  They have a very realistic idea about their conditions and how 
to improve them, not a mystical acceptance of their fate.  They are also 
ready to govern themselves responsibly, ensuring that any help that 
they receive is used for the benefits of the group rather than pocketed 
by powerful individuals.  But they are too poor to solve their problems 
on their own.  So, too, are their governments.  The rich world, which 
could readily provide the missing finances, wonders how to ensure that 
the money made available would actually reach the poor and be an 
investment in ending poverty rather than an endless provision of 
emergency rations.  This question can be answered by showing how 
networks of mutual accountability can run alongside the networks of 
financing.   

In short, we need a strategy for scaling up the investments that 
will end poverty, including a system of governance that empowers the 
poor while holding them accountable. (pp. 242-243) 

 

This view of the poor, which reveals how paternalistic and patronizing development 

discourse can be, is likely one of the reasons for Sachs’s left-wing appeal; it is not 

shared by those too wary of corruption and the general indolence of the poor to see 

foreign aid as a solution to their problems.  Moreover, his proposed solution to the 

poor’s problems, the Millennium Development Goals, was not initiated by the poor.  
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 William Easterly, on the other hand, favors the market as the solution for 

global poverty.  Easterly’s book, the “clarion call of the right” (Collier, 2007, p. 191) 

points out that “the world’s poor do not have to wait passively for the West to save 

them (and they are not so waiting)” (2006, p. 27).  Instead of interfering with costly 

interventions, the West should be stepping aside and letting the poor help themselves.  

Easterly divides the aid world into Planners, those who follow the traditional 

approach to development by pushing “the right Big Plan to reform foreign aid, to 

enrich the poor, to feed the hungry, and to save the dying,” and the Searchers, “the 

agents for change in the alternative approach” (p. 5). Says he, “the right plan is to 

have no plan” (Ibid.). 

A Planner thinks he already knows the answers; he thinks of poverty 
as a technical engineering problem that his answers will solve. A 
Searcher admits he doesn’t know the answers in advance; he believes 
that poverty is a complicated tangle of political, social, historical, 
institutional, and technological factors.  A Searcher hopes to find 
answers to individual problems only by trial and error 
experimentation.  A Planner believes outsiders know enough to impose 
solutions.  A Searcher believes only insiders have enough knowledge 
to find solutions, and that most solutions must be homegrown. (p. 6) 

 

According to Easterly, Sachs is a Planner, and much of The White Man’s Burden is a 

polemic against The End of Poverty.   

However, despite the failure of $2.3 trillion in foreign aid to solve the problem 

of the world’s poor,158 Easterly does not advocate doing away with aid entirely.  

                                                 
158 Easterly is apparently one of those Sachs refers to who complain that decades of foreign aid have 
done little for developing countries.  Sachs points out, however, that very little aid has actually gone to 
the developing countries themselves: 

Contrary to popular perception, the amount of aid per African per year is really very 
small, just $30 per sub-Saharan African in 2002 from the entire world.  Of that 
modest amount, almost $5 was actually for consultants from the donor countries, 
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Rather, he proposes some reforms (though, as he points out, not as sweeping as those 

the IMF and the World Bank would impose were foreign aid a country).  Aid should 

exist to help individuals, not to transform governments or societies.  “Aid cannot 

achieve the end of poverty.  Only homegrown development based on the dynamism 

of individuals and firms in free markets can do that” (p. 368).  One might note, 

however, that this has failed to eradicate poverty in rich countries, so it is 

questionable that it would do so in poor ones.  According to Easterly, the role of aid 

should be to give “the poorest people the health, nutrition, education, and other inputs 

that raise the payoff to their own efforts to better their own lives” (p. 369).  The 

incentive system of aid, which now favors “collective responsibility for multiple 

goals,” needs to be changed to have “individual accountability for individual tasks,” 

and self-evaluation of aid results should be replaced by independent evaluation 

(Ibid.).  Further solutions that Easterly proposes include experimentation and 

scientific evaluation of what works; an eBay-like marketplace for development; 

development vouchers; and feedback from the poor.  All of these would bring 

supposed free market characteristics to the delivery of aid, and the market mechanism 

could do for aid what it has done for free market economies, which, in Easterly’s 

estimation, is a good thing.    

                                                                                                                                           
more than $3 was for food aid and other emergency aid, another $4 went to servicing 
Africa’s debts, and $5 was for debt relief operations.  The rest, $12, went to Africa.  
Is it really so surprising that we do not see so many traces of that aid on the ground?  
If we want to see the impact of aid, we had better offer enough to produce results. 
(2005, p. 310). 

 (Presumably, “going to Africa” means going to development programs on the ground.) Sachs 
calculates that only 10% of that $30 per African is from the United States, where the “money down the 
drain” complaint is loudest. Deducting costs for US consultants, emergency aid, administrative costs, 
and debt relief reduces the amount to 6 cents per African for the year from American coffers. 
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Collier, on the other hand, is less certain that markets will correct poverty 

without policy interventions.  As he puts it, “poverty is simply the default option 

when economies malfunction,” and bad trade policy in rich – i.e. free market – 

countries has had a role to play in this (2007, p. 157).  Collier pins the problem of 

global poverty on four traps: the conflict trap, the natural resources trap, the trap of 

being landlocked with bad neighbors, and the trap of bad governance in a small 

country.159  The fifty-eight countries containing the “bottom billion” – which “are 

falling behind and often falling apart” (p. 3) – are small and have low incomes, and 

are caught in one or more of the four traps.  While it is possible to escape from the 

traps, and many countries have done so, as Collier points out, “the countries newly 

escaped from the traps may have missed the boat, finding themselves in a limbo-like 

world in which growth is constrained by external factors,” i.e. globalization (p. 6).  

They are still not able to grow in the way that other escapees of, say, the 1980s were 

able to.   

Collier labels the countries of the bottom billion “Africa +,” to point out that 

despite the recent focus on the particular problems of Africa (such as Tony Blair’s 

Commission for Africa launched in 2005), countries such as Haiti, Bolivia, the 

Central Asian states, Laos, Cambodia, Yemen, Burma, and North Korea also belong 

in the same category as most of sub-Saharan Africa.  According to Collier, these 

countries are caught in a different time period from the rest of us: “The countries at 

the bottom co-exist with the twenty-first century, but their reality is the fourteenth 

                                                 
159 In response to Sach’s idea of the poverty trap, Collier asserts that “poverty is not intrinsically a trap, 
otherwise we would all still be poor,” since, he claims, every country in the world started out poor 
(2007, p. 5). 



325 
 

 

century: civil war, plague, and ignorance” (p. 3).  Their problems matter “to us” 

because “the twenty-first century world of material comfort, global travel, and 

economic interdependence will become increasingly vulnerable to these large islands 

of chaos” (ibid.).  Collier’s argument is thus predicated on the modernization 

paradigm, as well as what Johannes Fabian (1983) calls the “denial of coevalness,” 

which is the tendency to place the referents of discourse (in Fabian’s case, the objects 

of anthropological research) in a separate time from the producers of that discourse, 

which has the effect of distancing them.  Effectively, the bottom billion do not live in 

the same world as the rest of us; even so, they threaten it, and for this reason we must 

be concerned about them. 

Collier’s main criticism of Sachs and other in the Planner’s camp is their over-

reliance on development aid to solve the problems of the bottom billion: “Aid alone is 

really unlikely, in my view, to be able to address the problems of the bottom billion, 

and it has become so highly politicized that its design is often pretty dysfunctional” 

(p. 99).  Aid is viewed by the left as “a statement about the guilt of Western society” 

over colonialism, and by the right as “welfare scrounging,” but “between these two 

there is a thin sliver of sanity called aid for development.  It runs something like this: 

We used to be that poor once.  It took us two hundred years to get where we are.  

Let’s try to speed things up for these countries” (p. 100).  Thus, for Collier, aid is 

about helping countries catch up.   His own prescription for making the “development 

biz” more effective involves targeting aid more directly at the poorest countries; 

reforming technical assistance so that it depends on demand rather than supply; 

timing aid so that it supports turnaround in failing states (rather than trying to induce 
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it); and introducing governance conditionality (“not to shift power from governments 

to donors but to shift power from governments to their own citizens” – p. 110).   

However, aid is not sufficient to pull bottom billion countries towards the 

twenty-first century; the additional instruments of military intervention, international 

laws and charters, and changes in trade policy are also necessary.  In particular,  

the countries of the bottom billion need rules that are appropriate for 
societies at their level of development, that address the problems they 
face.  There are lots of standards and codes, but mostly they codify 
desirable behavior for either the already developed countries or the 
emerging market economies.  The societies of the bottom billion have 
different problems and need different norms. (p. 139) 
 

Charters addressing natural resource revenues, democracy, budget transparency, 

postconflict situations, and investments would provide these norms.  Further, changes 

in trade policies would have to include not only eliminating Western agricultural 

subsidies but also reducing trade barriers in bottom billion countries themselves, 

while encouraging export diversification by providing them with temporary 

protection from Asia.  Trade liberalization is generally good, but by itself will not 

help the specific problems the bottom billion faces, as Asia got there first.  Collier’s 

solution thus involves changes to Western laws and policies as much as those of poor 

countries.   

 These three works indicate the range of top-down solutions to the global 

problem of poverty, from relying primarily on state intervention in the form of aid to 

allowing free markets to do their thing.  Countries, not people, are the main units of 

analysis, and there is little interest in directly addressing problems of imbalances of 

power and wealth within countries, even democratic ones, beyond finding ways of 
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fixing so-called “failed states” as threats to US national security. None of them 

particularly address humanitarian assistance or its reform; they are primarily 

concerned with foreign aid more generally, and how it can (or in Easterly’s case, 

cannot) fit in to broader economic and political reforms.  Indeed, Collier says that 

humanitarian aid could serve as a model for restructuring technical assistance: “Just 

as when the Southeast Asian tsunami struck in December 2004 emergency relief 

teams were quickly flown in, so when political opportunities arise, skills should be 

available” (p. 115).160  Part of this lack of attention is, no doubt, that expenditures on 

humanitarian assistance do not reach the levels of development assistance,161 and 

there has also been a tendency to separate the two conceptually because they seem to 

do such different things.  Humanitarian assistance is about saving lives, and as 

Andrew Natsios asks, “Who is against saving the lives of innocent people, the victims 

of disaster?” (1997, p. 42).  In each of these approaches to solving the problem of 

global poverty, it is easy to see famine early warning and response retaining their 

existing forms as primarily technical endeavors addressing extreme and generally 

infrequent occurrences – an out-dated view at best. 

                                                 
160 This is a very idealized view of the 2004 tsunami relief effort.  In fact, a major evaluation of the 
2004 tsunami response shows that the bulk of the initial relief effort was carried out by local 
communities and organizations, and it took several days for the international relief to start arriving 
because many international organizations lacked the capacity to respond to a crisis on this scale.  
Moreover, the problems normally associated with humanitarian relief were compounded in this case by 
the glut of funding, so that there was very little effort to assess actual needs, coordinate relief work, 
and involve local people, governments, and organizations (Telford and Cosgrave, 2007).  Hopefully 
the 2004 tsunami response would not serve as a model for any type of development assistance, much 
less the delivery of technical assistance. 
161 Although humanitarian assistance has become a greater slice of the aid pie over the years.  Riddell 
points out that by 2004 (prior to the Indian Ocean tsunami), humanitarian aid, at $15 billion, was over 
20 percent of official development assistance.  “Likewise in 2004, NGOs utilized around $23bn in aid 
funds for their different development and emergency activities, equivalent to over 30 percent of total 
ODA” (2007, p. 9).  Thus, it is not that the amount spent on humanitarian assistance is negligible; it is 
that in discussing big issues like eliminating global poverty, talking about humanitarian reform may 
seem like quibbling over a necessary institution. 
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 However, a number of analysts have specifically addressed the issue of 

humanitarian aid reform in the context of fixing foreign aid and in its own right.  

Roger Riddell’s Does Foreign Aid Really Work? includes chapters on humanitarian 

assistance and evaluating its impact, as well as how to improve its performance in 

conjunction with making foreign aid as a whole more effective.  He indicates that 

humanitarian agencies have done a better job than development agencies at 

acknowledging that “systemic problems surrounding emergency aid are 

fundamentally important to its impact and have to be addressed” (2007, p. 401).  

These systemic problems include the voluntary nature of contributions to specific 

emergencies and agencies, which leads to volatility, unpredictability, and inadequacy 

in funding; lack of an effective mechanism for coordinating the actions of an 

increasing number of humanitarian actors; lack of effective mechanisms for making 

sure that needs are adequately assessed and responded to; and lack of consultation 

with affected populations.   

To solve these problems, Riddell offers four proposals:  a comprehensive 

Global Emergency Fund, to which governments would be required to contribute; the 

creation of an agency to oversee global emergency response, with the power to make 

decisions to coordinate humanitarian agencies; consensus on global norms and 

principles of humanitarian response  and mechanisms to ensure compliance with 

them, including making sure that “those whose fundamental rights are violated and 

those in need of protection are, in practice, effectively protected;” and ensuring that 

responses to emergencies are coordinated by the countries in which they occur, with 

the concomitant building of local capacity (p. 403).  Riddell presumes that the basic 
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goals of humanitarian assistance (“to save lives, alleviate suffering and enable those 

suffering to maintain (or retain) their human dignity during and in the aftermath” of 

disasters – p. 311), as well as its principles of independence, impartiality and 

neutrality, are essentially reasonable and achievable.  His concern is with how better 

to achieve these goals without radically altering the nature and role of humanitarian 

assistance. 

 In Helping People Help Themselves, David Ellerman, formerly of the World 

Bank, proposes an alternative philosophy of development assistance based on what he 

calls an “autonomy-respecting” indirect approach.  He critiques the fundamental 

premises of development assistance as it is constituted today: 

Effective development assistance is supposed to lie in engineering the 
right motivation – ‘getting the incentives right.’ The economic model 
of Homo economicus as a utility-maximizing or incentive-driven 
creature is, however, incomplete in one basic respect: it leaves out the 
question of whether the human source of the incentives or motivation 
is external (other people) or internal (own self).  It is this matter of 
source, internal or external, that turns out to be key to the helping 
relationship. (2005, p. 25) 
 

In order for development to be truly sustainable, Ellerman argues, the motivation has 

to be internal.  He draws on philosophies of management, education, and psychology 

to construct an alternative to the social engineering approach to development in which 

“development can be ‘done’ through a series of projects and programs incentivized by 

development aid (loans and sometimes grants) and executed according to the 

instructions or plans laid out in the conditionalities, with detailed technical assistance 

provided by visiting experts” (p. 10).  This is the approach to development that has 
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largely failed over the last half-century; like Easterly, Ellerman therefore questions 

that the current structure of development assistance should be a given.   

 If social engineering represents one form of “unhelpful help,” in Ellerman’s 

terminology, then long-term charitable relief is the second form.  Short-term 

emergency relief is fine, as long as it has a clear time limit, but “charitable relief 

operates in the long term to erode the doers’162 incentives to help themselves – and 

thus it creates a dependency relationship” (p. 12).  The problem with this form of aid 

is that it displaces causality; “the working assumption is that the condition of needing 

aid was externally imposed (e.g. a natural disaster); the aid recipient shares no 

responsibility.  But over the course of time, such aid tends to undermine that 

assumption as the aid becomes a reward for staying in the state of needing aid, all of 

which leads to rent-seeking or creates dependency and learned helplessness” (p. 13).  

This is very similar to the argument about limiting food aid and other famine relief in 

Ethiopia, though in that argument the concern is less that the Ethiopian government is 

dependent and more that the Ethiopian people are.163  In a footnote, Ellerman 

distinguishes between development assistance and humanitarian disaster relief, 

stating that “the latter always has a valid claim but should nevertheless be 

administered in ways that do not undercut development (e.g. it should be limited in 

time and should maximally involve the victims of disasters in the reconstruction of 

                                                 
162 Ellerman divides the world in “helpers” and “doers” – the former are those offering assistance and 
the latter are those receiving the assistance. 
163 “Dependency syndrome” is more a disease of the masses than the governments and aid agencies.  
Indeed, in the discussions about dependency in Ethiopia, the term is occasionally applied to the 
government, and never applied to the aid agencies themselves, though one of the logical conclusions 
from Ellerman’s discussion is that aid agencies are as dependent on the aid relationship as its recipients 
are.  Perhaps even more so, as it is their sole source of livelihood. 
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their lives” (p. 267).  Without rigorous time limits for relief and other gap-filling 

projects, “the continuing offer of aid leads to new projects that are partly incentivized 

by the aid offer,” and relief assistance can become a generalized moral hazard (p. 14).  

Offering no assistance at all, however, “foregoes forms of positive assistance that 

might be autonomy respecting” (p. 15).   

Ellerman’s suggestions for improving the state of affairs run in the opposite 

direction of Riddell’s.  While Riddell proposes the creation of a centralized global 

fund and oversight board as well as global norms, Ellerman, based on his study of the 

World Bank, concludes that the poor outcomes of aid are structurally determined, not 

matters of poor management.  Using the World Bank as an example, he claims that 

one of the main structural problems is the monopolistic power of the aid agency, 

which has the organizational imperative to move money and show results.  As long as 

this is the case, the World Bank and other aid agencies have too much power over 

their clients and will never truly be able to help people help themselves, despite any 

rhetorical claims they make.  Other structural problems of the World Bank are its 

close affiliation with the US government and its interests; its function as a bank, when 

“money is the magnet that sets all compasses wrong” and promotes unhelpful help (p. 

244); working through governments that are part of the problem (in his terms, treating 

governments rather than people as the “doers”); and the Bank’s inability to exit the 

relationship with its clients when they turn out to be bad borrowers (the Bank is stuck 

trying to control them, which does not lead to autonomy-respecting help).  These 

structural problems mean that an organization like the World Bank can never be a 
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good development agency, as it is too locked into big power politics and its own 

organizational imperatives. 

Ellerman’s solution for the World Bank is “decentralization with extreme 

prejudice” (p.245).  He argues that “autonomy-respecting help can only come from 

agencies much closer to the ground where there is relatively little power difference 

between the helper and the doer” (ibid.).  Hence, rather than having development 

agencies with global mandates, networks of local and regional institutions and 

agencies can provide help that is more likely to be autonomy-respecting and 

sustainable.  For the World Bank, “one way to start to seriously regionalize, if not 

localize, development assistance would be to redirect the repayment of Bank loans to 

regional development banks and agencies to be thereafter recycled to the regions and 

then to redeploy the people from the Bank who actually want to help those regions to 

those regional/local agencies” (pp. 246-247).  In other words, move the money and 

the people out of Washington, DC.   

However, the real change must come from the doers’ side, according to 

Ellerman, since the major aid agencies are unlikely to engage in such radical 

decentralization themselves.  “The development assistance ‘industry’ has succeeded 

in the last fifty years in creating a huge ‘moral hazard’ problem in developing 

countries. Development aid has become not a way to help people solve their own 

problems, but a way for governments to alleviate symptoms and to postpone 

problems to beyond their political horizon” (p. 247).  The way out of this is to “shift 

the balance of initiative, responsibility, and ownership from the helpers to the doers,” 

and the helpers are unlikely to do this willingly, given their own dependency issues 
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(ibid.).  Thus, he places the onus for change on the side of those with less power.  

Here the problem with Ellerman’s approach becomes most evident; those with less 

power must bear the burdens of the mistakes of those with more power.  (They do this 

anyway, but to require it of them seems overbearing.)  Moreover, shifting the locus of 

control does not do away with control to begin with.  In this, Ellerman’s solution 

resembles arguments for “empowerment” in that it fails to address the conservative 

potential of the move to shift “ownership” of the means to solve problems to 

unspecified “doers.”164  Indeed, what he proposes could come very close to Easterly’s 

call for turning foreign assistance over to the market and the loss of social protections 

that it might entail.  Further, Ellerman’s presumption that local agencies are more in 

tune with what people need and that they are on a more equal footing with them is 

also problematic; there can be a huge difference between, for example, the Western-

educated elite that establish local NGOs in Ethiopia and the people they are 

professing to serve.   

Ellerman’s argument pertains mainly to development assistance offered by the 

World Bank, but would also seem to have implications for famine early warning and 

response.  First, he does address the duration of relief, and if this problem were 

seriously tackled, the situation that Ethiopia is in, receiving “emergency” relief 

regularly in response to annual needs assessments and appeals, would have to change. 

Resources instead could be channeled into ways of addressing the “root causes” of 

                                                 
164 For a discussion of the application of empowerment in business practice, particularly in relation to 
the use of information technology in the workplace, see Agre (1995).  Agre points out that the 
decentralization of decision-making represented by the notion of empowerment is accompanied by the 
“intensification of centralized control through measurement” of work activities, which he terms the 
“empowerment and measurement regime” (1995, p. 168).  Thus, empowerment does not necessarily 
confer freedom from control. 
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famine, which analysts generally agree are development problems,165 and relief 

assistance would be short-term gap-filling with known finite time limits, provided in 

ways that would not crash local markets or cause hardship for local farmers.  Famine 

early warning systems, which (ideally) convey community-level information to 

national and global networks, could be transformed into instruments for serving the 

types of decentralized organizations and networks that Ellerman proposes.  However, 

building local capacity would have to move beyond rhetoric to action, and local 

capacity would have to be understood to lie beyond the federal and regional DPPC 

offices.  Moreover, information would also have to move in both directions; what is 

communicated to the center would have to be known by the local people.  This begins 

to approach something very different from the status quo.   

Indeed, Ellerman’s proposal for reforming development assistance can serve 

as a bridge to the next section of the chapter, which examines approaches to 

eliminating hunger and famine that are explicitly described as political by their 

advocates.  While the “fixing the world” approaches deal more with how to adjust 

existing structures of foreign aid to reduce global poverty, another set of approaches 

have emerged in the last two decades that aim specifically at eliminating the problem 

of hunger by ensuring people’s right to food.  The right to food approach has more 

explicit implications for famine early warning systems, as many of its advocates lump 

them with the prevailing, ineffective, technocratic approach to famine and hunger 

prevention.   This approach also more explicitly attempts to side itself with the needs 

and desires of the world’s poor and hungry, rather than with the interests of 

                                                 
165 Although how to address these, and what exactly they are, is certainly not a source of agreement. 
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governments and aid agencies.  Whether the right to food approach meets Ellerman’s 

criteria for autonomy-respecting help is a difficult question, which the next section of 

the chapter will address. 

 

Righting Wrongs: Solving Famine through International Law,  

and Other Political Approaches 

  

 The right to food is often presented as a political solution to the problem of 

hunger and, by extension, famine.  As Stephen Devereux points out, despite the 

persistence of technocratic approaches, “current thinking is increasingly focused on 

the politics of famine prevention – building accountability through democratization, 

the development of ‘social contracts’ between governments and citizens, and 

strengthening the ‘right to food’ in international law, including the criminalization of 

famine” (2007a, p. 2).  The right to food has a relatively long history, having been 

first internationally articulated in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

and elaborated in many subsequent global declarations and commitments.  In one 

common framework for presenting rights, it has been categorized with economic, 

social, and cultural rights, or so-called second generation rights, as opposed to first 

generation civil and political rights and third generation group or solidarity rights, 

such as development, peace, environment, and communication.  Civil rights are often 

characterized as negative rights in the sense that they prevent government 

infringement on individuals’ activity, while second generation rights require positive 

action on the part of governments, such as provision of basic services (Kent, 2005).   
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 The right to food has been defined in numerous different ways over time.  

Advocates of the right to food claim that the right refers to more than just sufficient 

caloric intake or nutrition to sustain bare life, as “human rights are mainly about 

upholding human dignity, not about meeting physiological needs” (Kent, 2005, p. 

46).  Thus, the goal is not merely to assure that all people are fed, but rather that all 

people have the means to feed themselves in ways that are acceptable to them.  Early 

expressions of this right can be found in Table 5.1.   

 

Table 5.1:  The Right to Food in International Human Rights Documents 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights Article 25 (1), 1948: 

 “Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health 

and well-being of himself and his family, including food.” 

 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 1 (2), 1966: 

 “In no case may a people be deprived of its own means of 

subsistence.” 

 

International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights Article 11, 

1966: 

“The States Parties to the resent Covenant recognize the right of 

everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, 

including adequate food, clothing, and housing.” 

 

Numerous international declarations, resolutions, and commitments have also 

addressed the right to food, beginning with a 1963 manifesto issued by the Special 



337 
 

 

Assembly on Man’s Right to Freedom from Hunger which asserted freedom from 

hunger as a fundamental right (Kent, 2005, p. 50).  The 1974 World Food 

Conference, in its Universal Declaration on the Eradication of Hunger and 

Malnutrition, declared that “every man, woman and child has the inalienable right to 

be free from hunger and malnutrition in order to develop fully and maintain their 

physical and mental capabilities” (quoted in Kent, 2005, p. 50); this subsequently was 

endorsed as UN General Assembly Resolution 3348 of December 17, 1974.  The 

1992 International Conference on Nutrition’s World Declaration on Nutrition added 

to the litany “the goals of ending famine and famine-related deaths, and ending 

starvation and nutritional deficiency diseases in communities affected by disasters” 

(Kent, 2005, p. 52).  The 1996 World Food Summit in Rome reaffirmed the “right of 

everyone to have access to safe and nutritious food, consistent with the right to 

adequate food and the fundamental right of everyone to be free from hunger” (Food 

and Agriculture Organization, 1996).  The Rome Declaration also laid out a 

procedure for improving the definition of the right to food as well as finding ways of 

realizing this right, charging the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights with 

pursuing these tasks. 

In May, 1999, the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights issued General Comment 12 on the right to adequate food, which 

“constitutes a definitive contribution to international jurisprudence” by specifying the 

right to food and the obligations of the state in upholding the right (Kent, 2005, p. 

54).  Paragraph 6 states that “the right to food is realized when every man, woman, 

and child, alone or in community with others, has physical and economic access at all 
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times to adequate food or means for its procurement” (Committee on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights, 1999).  Paragraph 8 further specifies that the right to 

adequate food means “the availability of food in a quantity and quality sufficient to 

satisfy the dietary needs of individuals, free from adverse substances, and acceptable 

within a given culture; the accessibility of such foods that are sustainable and that do 

not interfere with the enjoyment of other human rights” (ibid.).  General Comment 12 

also draws attention to the right to freedom from hunger and malnutrition as an urgent 

issue beyond the right to food.  This distinction is significant; as Kent points out, “the 

access or food supplies approach focuses attention on what is in the family’s or the 

nation’s cupboard, while the concern with hunger and malnutrition focuses attention 

on the conditions of people’s bodies” (2005, p. 55).   

Also in response to the 1996 World Food Summit’s Rome Declaration, the 

UN Commission on Human Rights appointed Jean Ziegler as special rapporteur on 

the right to food, charged with keeping track of violations of the right to food, 

cooperating with UN agencies and international organizations in implementing the 

right to food, and otherwise promoting the right to food globally.  Ziegler maintains 

his own website (www.righttofood.org) at which his reports may be accessed.  

Furthermore, the FAO, as a follow-up to the 1996 World Food Summit, produced a 

set of Right to Food Guidelines, which were adopted unanimously by FAO members 

in 2004.  The FAO Right to Food Unit was established to help FAO disseminate the 

guidelines among its staff as well as member states and relevant organizations.  The 

guidelines are, according to The Right to Food News, “a practical tool to assist 

countries in their efforts to eradicate hunger.  [They] are a set of coherent 
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recommendations on, among others, labour, land, water, genetic resources, 

sustainability, safety nets, education, and the international dimension” (FAO, 2007, p. 

1).   However, as critics point out, they are voluntary guidelines, rather than a firm 

code of conduct.  Ultimately, “the obligations under international human rights law 

remain in place, and the guidelines show that governments have some choices 

regarding the means through which they are fulfilled” (Kent, 2005, p. 59).   

This reveals one of the key criticisms of the right to food approach, that it is 

an aspirational right which can only be realized progressively through the actions of 

willing and able governments.  That is, “it cannot be judicially enforced and its 

avowal by governments is merely a statement of intention towards their citizens” (de 

Waal, 1997, p. 9).  One of the main conceptual difficulties with the right to food is 

that, as de Waal notes, “the verb ‘to starve’ has both transitive and intransitive senses.  

One person can starve another, or someone can starve” (1997, p. 9).  Thus, not all 

violations of the right to food are acts of intentional starvation.  Ensuring that 

everyone has adequate food requires a type of distributive justice that few states have 

shown themselves willing to espouse; perhaps this is one of the main reasons the 

United States has repeatedly refused to recognize the right to food for its own citizens 

and for others.  Put simply, the right to food remains unenforceable, despite many 

efforts to render it so.166   

This has certainly not stopped its advocates from trying.  A range of solutions 

to famine rooted in the rights-based approach can be seen in arguments to criminalize 

                                                 
166 A much deeper critique of the right to food approach, rooted in a critique of internationalism and 
“global civil society” will be elaborated at the end of this section of the chapter.   
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famine and prosecute it through international law; construct scales to measure famine 

when it occurs with built-in assignment of accountability to humanitarian and 

governmental actors; and create political contracts between governments and citizens 

that would prevent famines from occurring and allow sanctions against the 

government if they fail to do so.  The remainder of the chapter describes these 

solutions and, finally, returns to the role of famine early warning systems in a 

politicized approach to famine prevention. 

A major advocate for the criminalization of famine through the International 

Criminal Court in The Hague, Jenny Edkins argues that prosecution of famine crimes 

and crimes of mass starvation should accompany “action to establish robust anti-

starvation political contracts locally and internationally, through right to food 

protocols” (2007, p. 61).  She seeks to repoliticize the act of famine in order to 

allocate responsibility for what she would prefer to call the crime of mass 

starvation.167  Her understanding of politics is a process that “involves taking 

decisions when the information needed is insufficient but the decision still needs to be 

taken, and, in addition, taking responsibility for that decision” (p. 56).  Mass 

starvations are political because they “involve relationships between people (not just 

between persons and commodities, as in entitlements theory)” (ibid.).  Thus, “to study 

mass starvations as political processes is to examine how they come about, what 

                                                 
167 Edkins argues for dropping the term ‘famine’ altogether, as “the term is at present so strongly 
connected with images of failures of climate, food supply, or entitlements that it may not be possible to 
wrest it free.  On the other hand, the value of a successful reconnection of the term ‘famine’ with the 
figures responsible for crimes against humanity, for genocide, or for war crimes would be very great” 
(2007, p. 63).  Edkins disregards the difficulties in prosecuting these crimes, as well as the fact that a 
change in terminology does not necessarily result in other changes that are necessary to address deeply 
rooted social problems; e.g. adopting terms such as  “African American” does not alter the structural 
racism and white ethnocentrism in American society. 
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small actions or inaction on the part of which people make them happen,” as well as 

who wins and who loses in the process (ibid.).   

As Edkins points out, however, what is needed is a mechanism for prosecuting 

the crime, and the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court explicitly 

includes mass starvation under three headings:  

“It is (1) a war crime if it is used as a weapon of war; (2) a crime 
against humanity if it is the deliberate extermination of a civilian 
population by the deprivation of food; and (3) a genocide if it is 
carried out with the intention of destroying in whole or in part a 
national, ethnic, racial, or religious group” (p. 58).   
 

Thus, there is a legal foundation for prosecuting famine as a crime.  Edkins’ test case 

is that of Darfur,168 which the UN Security Council forwarded to the International 

Criminal Court in 2005.  Although the Report of the International Commission on 

Darfur made no mention of famine or starvation, it did state that the extensive 

destruction of means of food production had the effect of destroying the population’s 

livelihoods and violated Article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social, and Cultural Rights (providing the right to adequate food, clothing, and 

housing), as well as constituting a war crime and a possible crime against humanity.   

However, Darfur is perhaps an “easier” case than many famines because of 

the widespread use of arms against civilians by both Sudanese government troops and 

government-supported militias.  Even so, little progress has been made in prosecuting 

                                                 
168 The situation in Darfur, which has been labeled a genocide by the United States, has become 
particularly severe since 2003, and involves armed attacks by Sudanese-government-sponsored militias 
known as the Janjaweed on not only armed rebel groups in the Darfur region of Sudan but also the 
civilian population, resulting tens if not hundreds of thousands of civilian deaths and over two million 
displaced.  For an extensive background to the conflict, see Burr and Collins (2008); for discussions of 
the genocide investigations, see Straus (2005) and Totten and Markusen (2005).   
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it as a crime.  It is more difficult to see how the case of the 2002/2003 famine in 

Ethiopia would be criminally prosecuted, as well as how exactly responsibility would 

be assigned. If famine crimes were more specifically codified into law, this might be 

clearer. Moreover, there are questions about who exactly could bring charges, and 

how they would do so, given the complexity of navigating the International Criminal 

Court’s procedures as well as the cost of retaining legal representation. Edkins does 

not clearly address these issues.  Given the social and political complexity of most 

famines, determining culpability might well be an exercise in futility, not to mention 

distracting from the need to address both immediate and long-term aspects of a crisis 

that may not easily conform to the rhetoric of criminalization. 

Another attempt to address the politics of famine prevention is Howe and 

Devereux’s famine scales (discussed in Chapter Two), which would in theory be used 

to assign responsibility to different parties on the basis of a crisis’s magnitude. (The 

scales distinguish between and assign thresholds for a famine’s intensity or severity, 

and its magnitude, or how large an area/population it affects.)  The authors claim: 

The famine scales have significant implications for accountability.  
During a crisis, the scales provide a basis for exerting pressure on 
responsible actors to intervene.  After the crisis, the scales offer a basis 
for assigning proportionate accountability.  This might also have a 
galvanizing effect:  if stakeholders realize that an internationally 
agreed definition has been adopted that could be used to assign 
culpability, they should take greater efforts to prevent famines from 
occurring. (2007, p. 43) 
 

In an earlier publication, Devereux (1993b) distinguished between acts of 

commission (deliberately creating famine conditions) and acts of omission (failing to 

prevent a famine when intervention was possible).  The latter could include failure of 
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governments and donors to respond adequately, as well as poor government policies 

and the witholding of aid by donors for political reasons.169 This assigning of 

accountability via the scales would support “global accountability structures for 

protecting the right to food and ensuring freedom from famine” (Howe and Devereux, 

2007, p. 44).  These have yet to be established, but the authors suggest creating “an 

‘accountability matrix’ as a way of identifying the various functions involved in 

famine prevention and assigning responsibility for each function to named 

institutions” (ibid.).  Sanctions could then be applied, by some unnamed authority, to 

entities that failed meet their responsibilities and thereby caused a famine.   

 Famine scales would seem to have many of the same problems of enforcement 

as the prosecution of famine crimes.  The authors acknowledge that a fundamental 

problem would be the arbitrariness of the definition of famine employed, as well as 

the thresholds and indicators: “Any definition represents a choice and is therefore 

more political than technical: rather than being ‘found’, a definition of famine must 

be ‘agreed’” (2007, p. 45).  The question remains who, then, would be doing the 

agreeing, as well as how, exactly, the scales would be implemented.  The answers to 

these questions could go a long way towards assuring, among other things, that 

famine affected people would have a say in how their experience is addressed by 

governments and donors.  Moreover, as suggested in Chapter Two, famine scales are 

a political solution in a technical guise; they are an effort to build accountability into 

a solution that seeks to control politics by establishing clear-cut, incontrovertible 

                                                 
169 It would seem, though, that the withholding of aid would be a deliberate act designed to hurt a 
government and a population, and therefore should be considered more an act of commission than 
omission. 
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(though not uncontroversial) measurements, benchmarks, and thresholds.  The 

problems with this sort of approach have been discussed earlier in this chapter and 

elsewhere in the dissertation.   

 Former African Rights co-director Alex de Waal has proposed yet another 

political approach to solving the problem of famine. He advocates what he calls a 

“political contract” approach to famine prevention: “An anti-famine political contract 

involves several things, including a political commitment by government, recognition 

of famine as a political scandal by the people, and lines of accountability from 

government to people that enable this commitment to be enforced” (1997, p. 2).  

According to de Waal, humanitarianism will never be the solution to the problem of 

famine, because of its self-justifying approach to the problem: “The intractability of 

famine is the price that is paid for the ascendancy of humanitarianism” (p. 5).  Indeed, 

humanitarianism works by eroding the very forms of political accountability that have 

successfully led to the prevention of famine, although this is not necessarily done 

intentionally.  De Waal points out that “history is replete with successful methods of 

deterring famine.  Common to them are versions of ‘political contract’ that impose 

obligations on rulers….The contract is enforced by throwing out a government that 

allows it to happen or otherwise punishing those in power” (Ibid.).  Humanitarianism 

fails because it attempts to operate as a technical endeavor, outside of or above 

politics.   

 De Waal’s paradigm case is India and its Scarcity Manuals, which replaced 

the British colonial government’s Famine Codes.  Indeed, the colonial government’s 

decision not to implement the Famine Codes during the Bengal famine of 1943 “was 
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not only a crime, it was also a blunder.  It caused the largest loss of life in British 

ruled territory during the war years, and four years later India was independent” (p. 

15).  The government of independent India thus had a strong motivation to prevent 

famine, which it has, more or less.  This is in large part attributed to the fact that 

famine is a political issue in India, and the independent press and the competence of 

the Indian civil service also play roles.  A considerable incentive for implementing 

the Scarcity Manuals comes from the people themselves, as they exert pressure on 

elected officials to meet their end of the contract.  Thus, “the greatest strength of the 

anti-famine contract lies in the recognition by the government, by other civil and 

political leaders, and by the vulnerable people themselves that this political contract 

exists” (p. 16).  

 De Waal’s proposal of anti-famine political contracts is based on the 

recognition of the weaknesses of the right to food approach and the notion, advanced 

most famously (though not solely) by Amartya Sen, that liberal democracy prevents 

famine.  Of the right to food, de Waal points out that it is complicated to 

instrumentalize: “To outlaw the act of starvation, inflicted by one person on another, 

requires corrective justice: it is akin to criminalizing murder.  To outlaw non-culpable 

starvation is a different matter: it implies a positive right to food which in turn 

requires a form of distributive justice if it is to be fulfilled” (p. 9).170  Moreover, the 

                                                 
170 For example, in his article on famine in international law, David Marcus (2003) identifies four 
degrees of what he calls “faminogenic” behavior, or actions leading to or creating famine.  Fourth and 
third degree are not strictly criminal, but rather are cases where “incompetent or hopelessly corrupt 
governments, faced with food crises or price shocks, are unable to respond effectively to their citizens’ 
needs” and cases where “authoritarian governments, impervious to the fate of their populations … turn 
blind eyes to mass hunger” (2003, p. 246-7).  These sorts of incompetence or indifference, while 
appalling, do not necessarily involve direct culpability.  Second and first degree faminogenic behavior, 
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right to food as a solution to famine presumes a narrow definition of famine as 

shortage of food or lack of access to food; it ignores other aspects of famine such as 

social breakdown, disease, and destitution.  Says de Waal, “Famine is more 

appropriately seen as the converse of the ‘right to development,’ a right that is 

considerably more problematic even than the right to food” (ibid.).   

 The liberal democracy argument holds more promise, according to de Waal, 

but also has its limitations, particularly in poor countries.  De Waal points out that 

there are a number of preconditions, including the state’s administrative capacity to 

prevent famine or provide famine relief, as well as a commitment to the rights of 

those most vulnerable to famine, who are often poor and marginal.  “The existence of 

liberal institutions does not guarantee equality of treatment for all citizens, even in the 

provision of the most elementary services” (p. 11).   In order for the liberal rights 

theory to work, famine must be an important political issue.  In short, “the liberal 

rights theory explains how democratic institutions can help prevent famine, but not 

why they sometimes do” (ibid.). Thus, it is not democracy per se that prevents famine, 

but particular manifestations of it that have seemed to do so in particular historical 

cases.  Enter the political contract, which is “an attempt to infuse social and economic 

rights into civil liberties” (ibid.).   

The bulk of de Waal’s book addresses examples from sub-Saharan Africa, and 

his main concern is how to end famine in this region, which seems to be famine’s last 

                                                                                                                                           
on the other hand, should be prosecutable under international law.  The former are cases where 
“governments implement policies that themselves engender famine, then recklessly…pursue these 
policies despite learning that they are causing mass starvation” (p. 247).  The latter are cases where 
governments deliberately use famine as a means of extermination.  These acts, in de Waal’s 
assessment, would be subject to corrective justice, but do not cover the full range of famine crimes.   
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hold-out on the globe.  He concludes that the only lasting solution – the political 

contract – has to come from Africans themselves.  However, as he points out, those 

who are most affected, or likely to be affected, by famine are those lacking political 

clout.  They therefore have to form alliances with others, which  

requires making famine an issue of concern for those who are not 
directly affected: treating its prevention as a barometer for political 
legitimacy, and its occurrence as a political scandal. Tactics can 
include more public engagement in the processes that can prevent, 
warn of and relieve famine, and demanding commissions of inquiry 
into political culpability when famines have struck. (p. 215)  
 

De Waal also sees roles for donor governments and even international 

humanitarian agencies.  The former should be concerned with “establishing some 

basic principles and setting up structures to increase accountability that should, by 

their very existence, create pressure for progressive reform” (p. 215).  This would 

include authorizing the International Criminal Tribunal to cover famine crimes 

(“violations of laws of war that create starvation and famine”) and “bringing back the 

supremacy of international humanitarian law” such that international forces and 

humanitarian organizations can no longer act with impunity (ibid.).  It would also 

include more accountability of relief operations, and greater transparency of 

international organizations:  

To be effective, the privatization of international social welfare needs 
to have a more rigorous regulatory authority, to ensure minimum 
standards of professionalism, co-ordination and assessment for those 
organizations that receive public funds.  It also needs to have a more 
open tendering procedure that allows local organizations, local 
government departments, and commercial service providers to 
compete fairly with international NGOs. (p. 216) 
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International humanitarian agencies could continue to act as public service providers 

in this more openly competitive framework as well as support the struggle for 

political contracts where they are incipient or do not yet exist.  In order to do so, 

however, they would have to radically alter the way that they operate, so as to not 

interfere with political action.   

De Waal’s anti-famine political contracts are attractive in two respects: they 

have actually, if not perfectly, worked at times in the past, and they can potentially 

avoid the top-down nature of other approaches, including, ironically, rights-based 

approaches, because they are contracts drawn between governments and citizens.  

Indeed, there are very strong criticisms of rights-based approaches which pertain to 

the right to food as well.  Right to food advocates often portray themselves as 

addressing the particular needs of the world’s poor and hungry and famine-affected.  

However, these advocates have not necessarily been chosen by the people to 

represent them.  Thus, there is no mechanism for the rights bearers to hold the 

organizations purporting to speak for them to account.  For example, famine-affected 

people cannot vote the FAO or the ICC out of office for failing to meet their needs.  

Kenneth Anderson, in a critique of the international war crimes tribunals and the 

human rights discourse that underpins them, argues that the international human 

rights movement represents a secular missionary movement that simultaneously 

supports the class interests of its proponents as a global capitalist elite class that 

“asserts time and again that its goal is a transcendent universal order” (1998, p. 114).  

Indeed, it seems heartless and cruel to deny poor Third World peasants the right to 

food, a substance so basic to survival, but the right to food as expressed in General 
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Comment 12 may hold no intrinsic meaning or value for Afar pastoralists engaged in 

conflict with their Somali neighbors over pasture for their stock.  Then again, it may, 

but there is no way of knowing, as these pastoralists were not party to that particular 

formulation of their rights. 

In a later critique of the concept of the notion of global civil society, Andersen 

and David Rieff point out that “the global civil society movement seems to present 

human rights as a set of transcendental values and as a substitute for democracy” in a 

system that “is not only undemocratic but also ultimately incapable of being 

democratic” – that of the twin powers of international public organizations such as 

the UN and international NGOs (2004, p. 26).  They point out the “top-down nature 

of human rights norms, and the fact that they are held, formed, fomented, and 

determined by what might appear, for example, in a UN conference on women or the 

environment or race to be a vast agglomeration of groups and people, is in fact a tiny 

collection of transnational activists responding to the sometimes downright peculiar 

cultural characteristics of these groups” (p. 34).  Andersen and Rieff also point out 

that since the events of September 11, 2001, the UN has become less interested in 

consorting with international NGOs and more geared towards what is happening in 

“the White House and a handful of other capitals; and NGOs, whether styling 

themselves as global civil society or anything else, appear frankly irrelevant as the 

grown-ups, nation states, confer among themselves, sometimes with international 

organizations and sometimes not” (p. 36).  Perhaps the only case where this may not 

be true is in the areas of famine and natural disaster relief, where NGOs continue to 

be important players.  However, as long as governments generally and the major 
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player in famine response, the US government, in particular refuse to adopt a right to 

food approach, it is unclear to what extent this approach can succeed, even if it did 

represent the expressed needs of the global poor. 

 What are the implications of these political approaches for famine early 

warning?  Interestingly, right to food advocates tend to comment explicitly on the 

technical-political dualism of famine response and prevention.  They tend to lump 

early warning systems among the technical or technocratic solutions to the problem of 

famine (e.g. Devereux, 2007a).  In so doing, they foreclose the possibility of 

examining the politics of early warning systems and how an understanding of them 

may bring to light aspects of the politics of famine response that may in turn lead to 

the development of more effective ways of preventing famine.  Moreover, these 

political approaches, like the “fixing the world” and “missing link” approaches, 

generally pay little attention to ways of bringing famine-affected people to the table 

in discussions of how to solve their problems.  Rather, they assume that by talking 

about rights, they are taking the needs and desires of famine-affected people into 

account. 

 One possible exception is the anti-famine contract approach proposed by de 

Waal.  He “rejects the technical-political dualism,” and points out that “technical 

‘solutions’ must be seen in political context, and politics itself in the light of the 

dominance of a technocratic approach to problems such as famine” (1997, pp. 1-2).  

There seems to be room in his account for bringing technical solutions into the 

service of political solutions to the problem of famine; indeed, he claims they already 

are, but it is a matter of having the right politics. Thus, he also brings in the question 
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of how to include famine-affected people in the process. For example, in Tanzania, 

the national early warning system that was founded in the mid-1970s with donor 

funds and operated in conjunction with the UN has “a major flaw: response cannot be 

enforced by the populace.  The early warning information is not normally made 

public” (p. 34).  He recounts how this flaw in the system contributed to a near-crisis 

in 1981, when a shortage of maize was not reported “in the normal manner, possibly 

because senior officials hoped to profit from private food aid deals” (ibid.).  An 

expatriate in the early warning system office spoke with a foreign journalist, whose 

inquiries brought the situation to the attention of the President, and Western donor 

response followed, narrowly averting a crisis.  Within this criticism of the early 

warning system are the seeds for its redemption.  Had the early warning information 

been made public, the situation may not have approached crisis.  Further, Tanzania, 

even under the one-party system, had a means of enforcing local-level food security 

through parliamentary elections, as “lobbying by the MP – seen as the patron of his 

constituents and under pressure to provide them with basic needs – became the key 

element in compelling relief programs to start” under the national food strategy, 

which was based on the colonial system of district level relief (p. 33).  This, 

combined with a public early warning system, argues de Waal, could be the 

foundation for an effective anti-famine contract between the government and people 

of Tanzania.   

De Waal’s proposal thus specifically includes a space for famine early 

warning systems.  Ideally, early warning systems could support existing and nascent 

political contracts by moving information in both directions – not merely letting 
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actors at the center know what is happening in more remote areas of the country, but 

letting people in those areas know what actors at the center know, and what they are 

doing in response.  Moreover, although de Waal does not state this explicitly, early 

warning systems could become conduits for expressing local needs as well as local 

knowledge of famine processes.  In this way, they could play a role in the democratic 

reform required to prevent famine. 

 So, are anti-famine contracts the solution?   They remain one of the only 

proposals on the table that attempt to enable famine-affected populations to express 

their needs to an entity that is authorized to fulfill them.  However, this would, of 

course, depend upon the procedures by which the contracts were drawn up and 

enforced, which could just as easily replicate the existing power structures that are 

part of the problem to begin with.  As de Waal points out, their existence is predicated 

on a number of conditions that do not exist in many countries where famine occurs: 

liberal civil and political rights, minority representation, acceptance of famine as a 

political issue, and technical capacity.  De Waal proposes ways for donors and 

humanitarian agencies to help along nascent political contracts, and he proposes three 

changes to the humanitarian modus operandi in places where there is no political 

contract (e.g. where there is civil war): to disclose power relations (“relief agencies 

are service contractors to donor governments, are pursuing their own institutional 

interests, and are implicitly supporting the host authorities”), to avoid claims of long-

term solutions (e.g. justice, long-term development), and to stop seeking media 

attention that detracts from understanding the crisis they are addressing (p. 220).  

However, merely disclosing power relations does little to change them. Further, while 
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avoiding claims of long term solutions when they are not being addressed is 

admirable, a better move would be to begin to elucidate the links between the 

apparently short-term nature of the crisis and long-term political and economic 

problems and thus not rigidly uphold the distinction between the two. 

 In the end, the problem with the anti-famine political contract is similar to the 

problem with proposing liberal democracy as a solution to the problem of famine 

generally.  It assumes that democratic institutions can be made accountable to those 

most prone to famine, generally the poorest and least powerful members of society.  

Moreover, it assumes that this accountability would have a significant impact on both 

the social and material conditions of their lives.  As Michael Ross (2006) points out in 

his effort to determine if democracy is really good for the poor, many studies 

asserting the value of democracy for improving the lives of the poor fail to include 

nondemocratic states with good social and economic records.  When these states are 

included, Ross finds that democracy has no effect on infant and child mortality rates, 

and indeed that these rates were falling faster in countries that made the transition to 

democracy before the transition than after.  His study finds no relationship “between a 

country’s regime type and the distribution of government health services between rich 

and poor” (p. 871).  Indeed, the social benefits of increased government spending on 

health and education that tends to occur in democracies accrue more to middle- and 

upper-income groups.  Thus, while “democracy unquestionably produces 

noneconomic benefits for people in poverty, endowing them with political rights and 

liberties…for those in the bottom quintiles, these political rights produced few if any 

improvements in their material well-being” (p. 872).   Assuming a blanket effect of 
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democracy fails to help us account for the tremendous global variations in such 

poverty indicators as infant and child mortality; indeed, Ross cites the significant 

variations in poverty that exist within countries such as India, where child mortality 

rates range from 18.8 (Kerala) to 137.6 (Uttar Pradesh).   

 Regarding famine mortality in particular, Thomas Plümper and Eric 

Neumayer investigate further Amartya Sen’s claim that “with a relatively free press, 

with periodic elections, and with active opposition parties, no government can escape 

severe penalty if it delays preventive measures and allows a real famine to occur” 

(Sen, 1990, p. 50; quoted in Plümper and Neumayer, 2007, p. 7).  Sen’s famous 

argument fails to account for why famine mortality does occur in democracies, as 

well as why autocratic governments seek to prevent famine mortality.  Plümper and 

Neumayer find that “governmental inaction in the face of a severe famine threat can 

be the rational outcome of a political support maximization calculus” depending on 

the perceived costs to those unaffected by the famine for bailing out those affected 

(2007, p. 2).  They account for differences in the amount of mortality between the two 

regime types by which policies they tend to use in response to this trade-off; 

autocratic governments are more likely to target their relief efforts to their elite 

supporters.  However, famine deaths are still possible in democracies, particularly if 

governments use aid to gain advantage, or “if the affected population represents only 

a minority of the electorate and is not decisive for general elections,” as was the case 

of the Bihar famine in India in 1966-1967 which may have resulted in as many as 

50,000-175,000 deaths (p. 10).  This suggests that even anti-famine contracts might 
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not be sufficient to prevent famines or famine deaths, particularly as India is the most 

commonly cited success story. 

 Further, anti-famine contracts fail to resolve the serious difficulties stemming 

from defining famine in terms of mass starvation, discussed in Chapter Two.  The 

issue of defining famine in these terms is not an abstract one, but has an effect on 

humanitarian action, as the next section of this chapter will show.  As de Waal 

himself points out, India’s anti-famine contract is quite narrow and doesn’t apply to 

wider social problems.   

The government is obliged to prevent famine, under the narrow 
definition of mass death due to epidemic failure of food consumption.  
It is not required or expected to prevent the wider process of 
impoverishment, and so does not help with what Amrita Rangasami 
(1985) has called the ‘famine process’ itself.  It has not overcome the 
marginalization of large sections of Indian society, who in all other 
respects remain without any form of political contract.  Neither does 
the contract include the conquest of chronic malnutrition or other 
social ills such as female infanticide.  Famine is a legitimate, even 
obligatory, subject for political advocacy, but these are not. (1997, p. 
16).   

 

Thus, depending on how such contracts are designed and implemented, they may 

preclude the need to address the very circumstances that produce famines to begin 

with. 

 

 This discussion of proposed solutions to the problem of famine has 

highlighted the effects of thinking of famine relief and humanitarian aid generally as 

technical responses to short-term crises.  Analysts such as Sachs, Easterly, and 

Collier, concerned with “bigger” issues of global poverty can talk about how to fix 
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foreign aid without specifically addressing problems of humanitarian intervention 

because it can be considered a distinct category of aid provided out of unquestionable 

necessity.  Some analysts, such as Riddell and Ellerman do recognize the need for 

reform of the humanitarian sector alongside the reform of foreign aid in general 

because of the interactions between the two forms of aid.  Within discussions which 

seek specifically to address the persistence of famine as a political problem, such 

technical aspects of response as early warning systems are often dismissed as part of 

an old-hat technocratic approach, if they are mentioned at all.  De Waal provides a 

notable exception to this, in that he sees the potential for early warning systems to 

operate as a technical solution to a political problem.  However, he does not address 

the need to elucidate the ways in which the technical and the political are not distinct 

but rather thoroughly imbricated in early warning system design and implementation. 

The next section indicates how this plays out in the response to the 2002-2003 famine 

in Ethiopia, where notions of what is political and what is technical were directly 

implicated in determining the timing, level, and nature of donor response. 

 

Was It a Famine?  The Response to the 2002-2003 Crisis 

 

The practical consequences of the issues raised in the last section become 

evident if we look at a particular instance of humanitarian response.  This section thus 

examines the record of the donor response to the 2002-2003 crisis in Ethiopia.  This is 

a particularly good example, as questions of whether or not it could be considered a 
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famine actually delayed relief efforts, bringing some of the major assumptions 

underlying current practices of famine response into stark relief.   

A UN-sponsored evaluation of the “joint government and humanitarian 

partners” response to the crisis found that “the early warning system worked 

remarkably well in generating a timely response to the emergency, especially in food 

aid, but demonstrated serious weaknesses that need to be addressed regarding early 

assessment of critical non-food needs” (Steering Committee, 2004, p. 32).  Despite 

the fact that the early warning system worked, the report’s authors point out that  

dissemination and acceptance of the early warning information is 
arguably more important than producing it, and this faced difficulties 
in the early stages. The impact of the drought emerged earliest and 
most drastically in Afar Region, where the [early warning] system was 
very weak, and therefore the information was not available to confirm 
the seriousness of the emergency.  Initially there was scepticism even 
from the most sympathetic donors.  (p. 33)   

 

It was not until the situation in West Hararghe, Oromiya Region (a zone with frequent 

food crises), deteriorated that “scepticism gave way to acceptance by most donors and 

other actors” (ibid.).  While the source of the skepticism is not explicitly stated by the 

authors, it seems to be the lack of what donors considered reliable information. 171   

The report does not contain the story that I most commonly heard from early 

warning experts about the “discovery” of the famine by tourists in the Southern 

                                                 
171 Some early warning experts that I interviewed attributed it to the tendency on the part of both the 
Ethiopian government and major donors to view the Afar people, like the Somalis, as basically 
dishonest if not criminal – this was the region, after all, where the national census was never completed 
because people kept shooting the census takers.  There has been a historical distrust of pastoralists 
which would seem to be abating with the sudden flood of interest in pastoralism among policymakers 
in recent years, but this interest is less in finding ways of understanding the pastoral lifestyle, culture, 
economy, and politics than in finding ways to manage pastoralists more effectively in the modern state 
and economy.  
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Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples Region (SNNPR), like Afar a politically 

marginalized region in Ethiopia with poor early warning coverage.  Apparently 

tourists traveling through the region in hired land cruisers (a common way to see 

SNNPR in the absence of other forms of transportation) discovered several of what 

came to be called “hot spots” by the famine relief agencies – “pockets” or small areas 

where people were experiencing extremely high malnutrition and even fatalities.  The 

report acknowledges that the early warning system in SNNPR is known to be weak: 

“Many weredas are very remote and have poor communications, and have few 

professionals capable of making early warning assessments” (p. 34).  On the other 

hand, the early warning system in Somali Region, which had been nonexistent in the 

1999-2000 famine received the authors’ “award for the ‘most improved’” (p. 33).  

The authors cite the household economy approach as the reason for this improvement: 

it “has proved effective in both providing quick information and analysis without 

requiring a massive system or bureaucracy” (p. 33).  The report points out the 

“discrepancies between regions in the EWS capacity to effect a response.  For 

example, areas such as Gambella, Afar, SNNPR, etc. are not as strong as a more 

experienced area such as Tigray” (ibid.). The authors do not explicitly comment on 

the reasons for this variability, though they do cite the government’s decentralization 

policy and phasing out of zonal administration as “creating major concerns” (ibid.).  

They propose that “since decentralization of responsibilities could raise issues of 

federal Government’s accountability for donated relief, the [federal] DPPC should 

retain residual responsibilities for all aspects of emergency relief management,” 
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including (“in consultation with partners”172) national appeal figures, prioritization, 

and targeting (ibid.).   

The authors’ use of the term “experienced” is interesting, because it subsumes 

a very complex history of aid and politics in Ethiopia.  To describe this history as 

“experience” neutralizes the relationship between Ethiopian politics and the 

development of famine early warning and relief systems. Tigray, as the main site of 

rebellion against the Mengistu government and one of the most affected areas in the 

1984-85 famine, not to mention the place of origin of the current rulers of Ethiopia, 

has received a great deal of assistance from not only the Ethiopian government but 

also international aid agencies since the Mengistu government was overthrown.  

Moreover, many of the early warning experts I spoke with referred to Tigray’s ability 

to “work the system” – in other words, to generate the kind of information that would 

receive a response.  Tigray is also home to the largest indigenous NGO, the Relief 

Society of Tigray (REST), which has its origin in the resistance to the Mengistu 

government and is one of the only indigenous NGOs, if not the only, to be counted as 

a humanitarian “partner” by international agencies.  The other regions mentioned here 

– Gambella, Afar, and SNNPR – are all politically marginalized within Ethiopia, and 

have largely been neglected not only by the Ethiopian government but also 

international agencies.    

Thus, in a sense, the progress of early warning in Ethiopia follows the pattern 

of attention and neglect of both the Ethiopian government and the international aid 

                                                 
172 In other words, with oversight from UN, NGO, and donor agencies – the transparency discussed in 
Chapter Four. 
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agencies.  The 1984-85 famine and response occurred in parts of Ethiopia that came 

to be most strongly associated with famine, and therefore received the most attention 

in subsequent famine prevention efforts: Tigray, Amhara, and parts of Oromiya 

regions.  The 1999-2000 famine seriously affected Somali Region, prompting Save 

the Children UK to create its own early warning system there.  The 2002-2003 famine 

affected several different parts of Ethiopia, but again was severest in places where 

early warning could be said to be weakest or to not have worked so well: chiefly Afar 

and SNNPR. If one interpretation of this is that famine early warning essentially 

works and famine only occurs in areas where it has not been well developed, then the 

question of why the early warning system and its ability to initiate a response have 

been so variable is a particularly salient one. The authors allude to the politics 

underlying the Ethiopian early warning system, but they do not explicitly 

problematize how these politics have shaped the system.  Once again, early warning 

is treated as a technical problem, and its shortcomings and omissions (e.g. non-food 

needs) can be addressed by technical means (e.g. expanding and systematizing non-

food needs assessments) and methodological improvements (e.g. the household 

economy approach) within the existing humanitarian framework. 

 What of the “missing link” between early warning and response in the 2002-

2003 famine?  According to the report’s authors, in a section on donor perceptions 

and responses, “there was a lack of common agreement amongst donors over the 

seriousness of the emergency and the response needed” (p. 53).173  The response to 

                                                 
173 While this report does not state it explicitly, an evaluation for FEWS NET by Stephen Anderson of 
the Food Economy Group (a FEWS NET subcontractor; it was essentially an internal evaluation) 
indicated that the main sticking point was whether or not to call the situation a famine, thus 
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the December 2002 appeal was, they state, generous, as by then “it was clear to all 

that a serious emergency was underway” (ibid.).  However, as was also reflected in 

my interview data, “scepticism continued, fuelled by the knowledge that the crisis 

reflected underlying increases in vulnerability and therefore needed more than an 

emergency response.  Eventually the argument prevailed that regardless of the cause 

of the emergency, those affected needed massive and diverse assistance” (ibid.).   

Again the source of the skepticism is not clearly stated, and here there seems 

to be the additional question of what sort of response is appropriate, as well as the 

suggestion that there is more of a development problem (“underlying increases in 

vulnerability”) than a humanitarian problem.  This perception apparently slowed the 

humanitarian response.  The longstanding question of jurisdiction, whether 

development or humanitarian efforts are more appropriate, which has to do with how 

foreign aid has been institutionally structured, became a particularly acute question in 

Ethiopia during the 2002-2003 crisis.  Quite often analyses of foreign aid portray a 

clear delineation between humanitarian aid and development assistance (e.g. see 

Ellerman 2005; this will be discussed further in the second half of the chapter).  Of 

course, the story goes, humanitarian aid must be delivered without hesitation for the 

saving of lives.  But few analyses until recently have addressed the sticky issue of  

what happens when long-term economic decline results in a humanitarian crisis, or, in 

the parlance of the aid community, how to differentiate between chronic and acute 

cases and what then happens when the chronic cases are affected by an acute crisis.  

                                                                                                                                           
necessitating a higher level of response (Anderson, 2004). This report will be discussed in more detail 
below. 
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As Riddell (2007) points out, the distinction between development assistance and 

humanitarian aid is becoming increasingly blurred as many agencies either do both 

explicitly or engage in activities that could be considered development-oriented under 

the rubric of humanitarian aid.  After all, if one’s interest becomes addressing the 

“root causes” of disaster, or reducing human vulnerability to disaster, then pursuing 

more development-related programs would seem to be a likely route. 

Thus, unlike the 1999 famine, in which donor response was unenthusiastic 

because of the border war between Ethiopia and Eritrea, in 2002-2003 donor 

skepticism was at least in part caused by the jurisdictional question.  Simply, they did 

not immediately perceive the problem as a humanitarian emergency.  Once this 

skepticism was overcome, when there was no question that people were dying in 

large numbers, donors responded generously in providing food aid, but there were 

further delays in the provision of equally or perhaps even more crucial non-food 

assistance174 because of “donor disagreement and lack of conceptual clarity about the 

needs for essential non-food requirements, compounded by the lack of capacity in 

analysis, advocacy, and response of the key line ministries” (p. 54).  In other words, 

as non-food needs had never been a major part of response before, they were not as 

easily incorporated into the response.  Moreover, “the consequent delays in non-food 

pledging caused long delays in implementing measures to contain mortality, 

particularly amongst young children” (ibid.).   

                                                 
174 Non-food assistance includes clean water or water purification facilities, medicines, medical 
equipment, agricultural inputs such as seed and fertilizer, veterinary supplies, and sanitation facilities. 
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It seems difficult to attribute the problems linking early warning to response 

as problems of “political will” in the 2002-2003 crisis.  Indeed, the Ethiopian DPPC 

was lauded by donors for making its processes and appeals more transparent than 

ever before, and for including its humanitarian partners (the various UN agencies, 

donor agencies, and NGOs) in the assessment and appeals process.  Donors could 

attribute any delay in response to the technical problem of lack of sufficient reliable 

information (e.g. from Afar, SNNPR, and other regions with weaker early warning 

systems), or to their interpretation of the nature of the problem (the question of 

jurisdiction), or to lack of “conceptual clarity.”  These do not seem to be problems of 

“political will” but rather what Buchanan-Smith and Davies (1995) would term 

institutional and logistical problems.  The government of Ethiopia and the donor 

governments indeed seemed to be working well together to respond to the crisis, once 

the donor governments assured themselves that an emergency response was 

warranted.  The addition of non-food assistance to the 2002 appeal could be seen as a 

new aspect of emergency response, for which it would be natural to take some time to 

work out the glitches – a case of organizational learning.  Any mortalities resulting 

from the delayed and inadequate non-food response could be attributed to the learning 

curve.  Thus, in the case of Ethiopia, the political constraints would seem to have 

been resolved, or at least not to be a factor in the response. 

However, the constraints enumerated in the steering committee’s report on the 

2002-2003 crisis could be understood as just as political as those encountered in the 

1999-2000 famine, particularly if politics is understood more broadly than just 

relationships between governments.  As seen in Chapter Three’s discussion of the 
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Ethiopian decentralization policy, the early warning system’s weakness in certain 

regions is a result of politics: certain regions have been neglected by both the 

Ethiopian central government and international organizations for political reasons.  

“Inaccessibility” and “remoteness” are not inherent attributes of these regions; 

infrastructure is often lacking for reasons that go beyond mere poverty.  Also, as we 

have seen in Chapter Four, the need for reliable information and conceptual clarity 

prior to action has a firmly political base, as does what constitutes conceptions of 

reliability and clarity to begin with.  In this way, designating problems as technical or 

administrative or logistical enables the political nature of the problems of early 

warning and response to slide under the radar. 

For example, one stumbling block encountered in the 2002-2003 famine 

response that appeared as a technical problem but was patently political was that of 

defining famine and deciding whether the crisis was one.  According to an internal 

assessment of the 2002/2003 response by FEWS NET: 

Within USAID, the issue of defining famine became critical to justify 
the next level of resources.  The Mission175 asked FEWS NET when 
the situation moves from ‘pre-famine’ indicators to famine indicators 
and, specifically, was it a famine now? The Mission felt that FEWS 
NET was unable to answer that question and was therefore unwilling 
to call the situation famine.  This was compounded by the limited 
surge capacity of FEWS NET to quickly bring more resources to bear 
on the emergency.176 However, FEWS NET was in a difficult situation 

                                                 
175 I.e., the USAID Mission in Ethiopia. 
176 As the report points out, FEWS NET had recently gone from a fully-funded mission to an Indefinite 
Quantity Contract (IQC).  In other words, FEWS NET services had effectively been “free” to local 
USAID missions in the past, but now they were expected to be paid for by the missions on demand.  
“An IQC provides a minimal core funding  from Washington for basic operations but is designed to 
have the majority of its funding come from Missions through ‘buy-in’.  The idea is that Missions see 
the value of the information and pay for it” (Anderson, 2004, pp. 42-43).  The existing staff and basic 
operations of FEWS NET Ethiopia were covered by the IQC, but not extra labor and resources 
required by the extra demands for information by USAID’s Ethiopian mission.  USAID staff assumed 
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– without the proper analytical tools and/or data on malnutrition and 
mortality rates, this decision becomes political rather than technical. 
(Anderson, 2004, p. 40) 

 

This account is interesting for several reasons.  For one thing, the need to determine 

whether or not the crisis was a famine was mentioned by several experts I 

interviewed, including the USAID Food for Peace officer, as a significant cause of 

delay for the response (it is, presumably, a source of the skepticism cited by the joint 

evaluation committee, discussed earlier).  Thus, having a trusted information source 

willing to state that the situation was a famine was necessary for USAID to provide 

the level of relief the Ethiopian government was requesting.   

However, FEWS NET, for what they termed technical reasons, was unable to 

label the situation so clearly: 

FEWS NET consistently talked about near famine conditions, pre-
famine conditions, and even famine conditions in certain areas.177  
FEWS NET did not make the determination of famine on technical 
grounds (due to the lack of adequate anthropometric data), but it did 
consistently report extreme food insecurity and famine conditions.  
The wider issue is why this is not adequate for decision makers in the 
absence of the traditional markers of famine – anthropometry and 
mortality. (Anderson, 2004, p. 40) 

 

In a footnote, Anderson states that the current Administrator of USAID, Andrew 

Natsios, indicated that  

FEWS NET should not shy away from reporting exactly what they 
observe.  They should not be bound by political imperatives.  For 
instance, even though the current Administration clearly states ‘no 

                                                                                                                                           
that FEWS NET operations were expanding because of the emergency situation, when in fact they 
were not receiving any extra resources. 
177 This is remarkably like the distinction made between “genocide” and “acts of genocide” and lesser 
crimes against humanity by the United Nations (see Chapter Two).   
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famine on our watch’, FEWS NET must call the situation as they see 
it, even if that means using the term famine. (Ibid.) 

 

From this, it is not clear whether FEWS NET was reluctant to declare famine for a 

technical reason (lack of anthropometric data) or for a political one (the Bush 

administration’s injunction against the existence of famine during their term in 

office), though in my discussions with FEWS NET staff, they gave both lack of 

definitive data and the political impact of the term as reasons for avoiding it.   

The entire account also clearly reveals the operational definition of famine for 

FEWS NET and USAID: widespread malnutrition and mortality must be documented 

in order for that term to come into use, as well as to provide justification for the “next 

level” of response.178   When I asked FEWS NET representatives as well as others 

what the particular malnutrition and mortality thresholds were to determine a famine, 

they replied that there was no clearly established threshold, but that they needed to 

show that the situation was “bad” or “well above normal levels” to justify using the 

term famine.  Therefore, conceivably almost any result would have been sufficient to 

declare a famine; what was lacking was any numbers at all, not particular numbers.179 

                                                 
178 This recalls the criticism that widespread malnutrition and, especially, mortality data cannot be 
early warning indicators as they reveal that famine has already been well established.  Thus, the early 
warning system is expected to produce evidence of famine, not impending famine, in order to justify a 
response. There suggests that there is no such thing as early warning – it effectively has to be “too late” 
in order for agencies to respond. 
179 This has to do with the way that nutrition surveys are carried out in Ethiopia.  Despite efforts by the 
Ethiopian DPPC’s Emergency Nutrition Coordination Unit, no consistent guidelines for conducting 
nutrition surveys had been used in Ethiopia.  Differing methodologies as well as scales of surveys, and 
the fact that surveys were carried out on an ad hoc basis by many different agencies, led to a very 
patchwork understanding of the normal nutritional state of the Ethiopian population, as well as very 
irregular information during emergency situations.  This in itself would be ample material for several 
dissertations. In 2004, the ENCU published an Emergency Nutrition Intervention Guideline to 
standardize interventions, but there had as yet been no successful effort to standardize information 
collection, beyond a now-defunct nutrition surveillance program undertaken by Save the Children UK 
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This lack of numbers apparently renders a potential declaration of famine a political 

act, rather than a technical one, despite ample other evidence for the severity of the 

situation.   

However, it could just as easily be argued that all declarations of famine are 

political acts, given that they are matters of judgment.180  The claim by Anderson and 

FEWS NET representatives (as well as many other early warning experts) is that what 

makes the act political in this case is the lack of definitive benchmarks and 

information about malnutrition and mortality rates in relation to those benchmarks.  

Many of those concerned with this problem wish to resolve it by establishing 

unambiguous international standards for declaring when a crisis is a famine and when 

it is something less than that – e.g. Howe and Devereux’s famine scales (2007).  

However, establishing such benchmarks is itself a political act, requiring a judgment 

of what the cut-off points are, followed by achieving consensus on this by the 

international humanitarian community, as well as implementation in both policy and 

practice.  Standards themselves are inherently political, although they are the means 

by which the politics of decision making become obscured or seem to be eliminated 

(Lampland and Star, forthcoming).  This renders the distinction Anderson’s report 

made between “technical” and “political” inherently problematic, as the label of 

“technical” masks the politics in decision making based on numbers and standards, as 

                                                                                                                                           
in five zones of Amhara and Oromiya Regions.  This may have changed since the time of research, 
with the publication by DPPC of the Emergency Nutrition Assessment Manual, also in 2004.   
180 For example, Edkins defines “political” as a process that “involves taking decisions when the 
information needed is insufficient but the decision still needs to be taken, and, in addition, taking 
responsibility for that decision” (2007, pp. 55-54).  She argues that practitioners always act politically 
because they “always in the end have to make judgments. They have to go beyond the knowledge or 
expertise they have, beyond the rules or the guidance they are equipped with” (p. 54).  The political is 
thus not the absence of the technical, but essentially the interpretation of it, and how that interpretation 
is enacted and justified. 
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well as the politics contained in those numbers and standards themselves.  Anderson’s 

argument implies that “political” decisions are decisions made in the absence of the 

technical, and that once suitable data exist, decisions can be considered “technical.”  

Thus, his account places a clear boundary between the two realms.   

However, FEWS NET’s reluctance to make a definitive statement could just 

as easily be seen as a political decision, as well as an outcome of a technical lack.  

FEWS NET was justifiably reluctant to cry “famine” given their defined role as a 

provider of technical information and their need to continue to be valued as such by 

USAID in both Ethiopia and Washington, DC.  Because lack of information seemed 

to render the judgment of famine political rather than technical in this case, and there 

was a perceived possibility of having purely technical grounds for declaring famine, 

this effectively removed the responsibility for answering USAID’s question, “Is it a 

famine?” from FEWS NET’s shoulders.  But the avoidance of the question on 

technical grounds itself was a political act, involving judgment on the part of FEWS 

NET staff.  Further, in the end it created delays in obtaining the kind of response 

FEWS NET staff knew would be necessary.  This raises the question of how the 

response might have been different had the politics of the question of famine (and 

thus its answer) been acknowledged by both parties up front.   

Anderson himself raises the question of why the information that USAID had 

access to was not sufficient to respond as if there were a famine.  Looking at the 

FEWS NET reports from December 2001 until June 2004 (covering a period from a 

few months before the beginning of the crisis into its aftermath), headlines and report 

highlights first indicate a serious problem on July 12, 2002, with the headline “A food 
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crisis is developing among pastoral communities in Afar Region and East Shewa 

Zone of Ethiopia as drought threatens their livelihood” (FEWS NET, 2002, July 12, 

p. 1).181 This coincided with a special alert issued by the DPPC Early Warning 

System also on July 12 that food aid needs would likely be higher than in the original 

appeal for 2002.  Other headlines in the July FEWS NET report indicated a “poor 

outlook” for the meher (June to September) rains in northeastern Ethiopia, including 

the Afar region, and that “June rainfall was below average and not sufficient for 

meher season agricultural activities in most crop dependent areas” (p. 4).  The July 

2002 report follows several months of what appear to be good reports, including one 

that “global food grain production in 2001/2002 in Ethiopia is among the best in 

recent years and nearly 9 percent higher than the 5-year average for 1996/7-2000/01” 

(FEWS NET, 2002, January 18, p. 1), and that the 2002 belg season was favorable 

except in some parts of Somali Region.  Reports emphasized that nearly half a million 

tons of grain were available for local purchase for food aid in 2002 (indicating a 

                                                 
181 Indeed, in the June 14, 2002, monthly report, a headline at the bottom of page two read 
“Consecutive Poor Rainfall Are [sic] Reported to Have Affected Livestock Performance in Afar 
Region.”  An accompanying table indicated below average rainfall for two to three dekads (10-day 
periods) out of nine in April and May for two zones of the region, while the remainder of the region 
experienced normal to above normal rainfall for March, April and May.  The overall effect of the table 
is not very alarming.  However, the article states that “availability of pasture and water and their 
impact on livestock and food security in pastoral areas is determined not by current season rainfall 
alone, but by rainfall performance during previous seasons, particularly the immediate preceding 
season,” which in this case was shortened (FEWS NET, 2002, June 14, p. 2).  The report continues, 
“Accordingly, most of Afar Region started the minor sugum (March-May) rainy season from a low 
base of pasture and water availability, a point to keep in mind when interpreting rainfall performance 
during the season” (p. 3).  The report notes slightly abnormal migration patterns among pastoralists in 
Afar; they did not return from winter grazing areas at the usual time because “near average rainfall 
during the current sugum season has not been sufficient to replenish pasture and water sources in the 
region, following two previously poor seasons” (p. 3).  Additionally, conflict between the Afar and 
Issa (ethnic Somalis) which was currently being resolved had also affected access to pasture and water.  
The story concludes: “The coming main karma rains will be critical in determining further 
developments in terms of food security in the Afar Region.  In the meantime, FEWS NET recommends 
that food assistance resume for those most in need until pasture and water availability improves and 
cattle and camel return from distant grazing areas” (p. 4).  This is a substantial story, but it does not yet 
give major cause for alarm. 
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surplus in some regions), and that those still requiring food aid in 2002 “are also 

where most of the chronically food insecure people are located, pointing out that 

relief needs are actually targeted to the chronically food insecure” (FEWS NET, 

2002, February 14, p. 2).  Thus, it is not surprising that early reports of problems in 

Afar, a little-known region of Ethiopia, were initially greeted with skepticism.  

However, the reports following July 2002 consistently emphasize the seriousness of 

the situation. Even so, the bulk of USAID response took a year to kick in (see Figure 

5.1 below). 

Further, looking at FEWS NET’s alert documents, Ethiopia remained in a 

warning status until December 9, 2002, when it was elevated to emergency status.182  

Warnings indicate “when population groups are now, or about to become, highly food 

insecure, unable to meet their own food needs during the given consumption period. 

These groups will be forced to reduce consumption, dispose of their productive 

assets, and take increasingly irreversible actions that undermine their food security” 

(FEWS NET, 2002, October 1, p. 1).  Emergency alerts indicate “when populations 

groups are now, or will soon become, extremely food insecure, unable to meet their 

consumption needs.  These groups have already exhausted their strategies for 

acquiring food and face imminent famine” (FEWS NET, 2002, December 9, p. 1).  

The headline of the first emergency alert for Ethiopia reads “Pre-famine conditions 

confront parts of Ethiopia” (ibid.).  This alert is extended on January 9, 2003, and the 

March 19 update reads, “Pre-famine conditions persist in parts of Ethiopia.”  The 

December alert summarizes the December 2002 appeal figures for 2003 (11.3 million 

                                                 
182 Interestingly, Ethiopia has remained in emergency status ever since, for one reason or another.   
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people needing over 1.4 million metric tons of food aid in 2003  “due to rainfall 

shocks that worsened previous conditions”) and declares that  

parts of Afar, Tigray, Amhara, Oromiya, and Somali Regions have 
reached the stage prior to famine, defined as an extreme collapse of 
local availability and access to food that causes a widespread rise in 
mortality from outright starvation or hunger-related illness.  Actions 
taken now by the Ethiopian Government and donor agencies will 
determine whether these pre-famine conditions can be mitigated over 
the next several months – or develop into a full-fledged famine. 
(FEWS NET, 2002, December 9, p. 1)   
 

The evidence FEWS NET presents for the pre-famine conditions include the 

impact of two consecutive poor rainy seasons (belg and meher) on crops; widespread 

livestock deaths in Afar and Somali Regions as well as distress sales of living 

animals183 and worsening terms of trade (declining livestock prices relative to grain 

prices); impact of rising grain prices on purchasing power of vulnerable groups; 

declining wage rates; low cash crop production; increased sales of productive 

household assets; consumption of famine foods (wild foods that are not normally 

consumed); unusual migration patterns leading to armed conflict among pastoralists 

and increased homeless in the cities; global acute malnutrition over 10% in survey 

areas and 15% in some zones; and reliance on food aid as sole source of food in worst 

hit areas.  Another section in the alert, entitled “The Famine Threat in Figures,” 

reproduces the numbers from the Government of Ethiopia-United Nations joint 

appeal of December 7, 2003 (11.3 million Ethiopians requiring 1.44 million metric 

tons of food aid, with a further 3 million people under close monitoring).   These 

figures are based on the November multi-agency seasonal assessment led by the 

                                                 
183 Distress sales are sales of animals that one would normally not sell. 
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DPPC and are very high compared to earlier figures issued (e.g. 6.3 million people 

affected in an appeal issued in September, 2003). 

The emergency alert also lists “structural conditions that exacerbate recent 

rainfall shocks,” including “widespread and abject poverty;” more frequent droughts; 

limited recovery and rehabilitation efforts following previous famines; increased 

vulnerability to disease linked to deteriorating nutritional status; reduced capacity to 

cope with food production shortfalls; the growing prevalence of HIV/AIDS; declining 

per capita income leading to limited purchasing power; rapid annual population 

growth (2.9 percent) reducing per capita crop production; the effect of Ethiopia’s 

rising external debt burden on commercially importing food; and limited options for 

formal and informal imports from neighboring countries (p. 2).  However, this list is 

less a coherent set of structural conditions than a hodge-podge of factors that might be 

either contributing to or symptoms of general socioeconomic problems in Ethiopia; 

their link to the current crisis is unspecified.  

The last two sections of the alert address the “Adequacy of the Response from 

the Donor Community” (p. 4) and FEWS NET’s own recommendations (p. 5).  The 

first of these sections indicates that:  

Donor response to the 2002 Appeal increased from an average of 46% 
of needs during January-June to 69 percent during July-December.  
Carryover pledges from 2002 allocations are estimated at 70,000 MT.  
This is only sufficient to cover 64 percent of 109,000 MT required in 
January alone.  With 2003 first quarter needs estimated at nearly 
411,000 MT (monthly requirements exceeding 100,000 MT through 
July), food assistance is urgently required to prevent a break in the 
food aid pipeline and prevent widespread starvation and mortality in 
Ethiopia. (p.4) 
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This section is solely concerned with the food aid response and doesn’t address non-

food requirements.  Indeed, it focuses primarily on the food gap and how to fill it – a 

notoriously out-dated and much-criticized understanding of famine (what Amartya 

Sen termed the “food availability decline” approach).   

The recommendations section on the final page includes pleas for donors to 

make “significant food and non-food pledges” as well as to carry out local purchases 

of grain for food aid “by the end of February 2003 in order to avoid a significant price 

impact on local markets” (p. 5).  Further, FEWS NET recommends that the Ethiopian 

government contribute more from its own resources as it did in 2001 and 2002 “as a 

sign of leadership and commitment to the welfare of its people” (ibid.).  The 

recommendations briefly address specific non-food needs as well, in light of water 

shortages and increased malaria: “FEWS NET recommends that donor support 

include water, health, seed, veterinary, and other non-food interventions as identified 

in the joint appeal” (ibid.).  The recommendations section concludes with the 

necessity of addressing “longer-term development strategies and investments aimed 

at addressing the root causes of vulnerability to drought and food security in 

Ethiopia” (ibid.).   

The alert concludes by recalling the hallmark 1984/85 famine, and contrasting 

the current situation with what possibilities were available then: 

Without question, the sheer magnitude of Ethiopia’s 2003 emergency 
food needs appears daunting.  Yet, unlike the 1984/85 famine, viable 
institutions – such as the DPPC, EFSR,184 and Government-donor 
coordination mechanisms – are in place to monitor and analyze food 

                                                 
184 Emergency Food Security Reserve, managed by the DPPC, and established following the 1984/85 
famine. 
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security conditions as well as catalyze and coordinate an effective 
response delivery to the affected population. The outcome of the 
current food crisis is not yet written.  A large-scale humanitarian 
catastrophe can and must be averted through early, appropriate and 
adequate response to the 2003 emergency by the Ethiopian 
Government and the wider humanitarian community. (p. 5) 
 

Thus, along with subsequent alerts issued throughout the crisis, this emergency alert 

presents a dire situation, although specific numbers beyond those from the annual 

appeal are lacking.  Still, Anderson’s question of why this information was not 

sufficient for USAID to respond immediately as if there were a famine seems quite 

understandable.  Indeed, looking at how the situation escalated over time until the 

bulk of the relief was available, it is possible to think that a famine-sized response is 

necessary to truly avert a famine in the first place. 

 Even a cursory analysis of FEWS NET reports and recommendations reveals 

something of a gap between the information provided and the response 

recommendations, in that the former include indicators of livelihood and social 

collapse, while the latter are focused primarily on filling the food gap.  One FEWS 

NET representative expressed frustration with USAID’s neglect of recommendations 

not based solely on providing food aid; he had on numerous occasions sent pages of 

recommendations more in keeping with the perspective of famine as a livelihoods 

crisis rather than a food shortage, but these recommendations had never been 

responded to.  Indeed, FEWS NET reporting in general is extensively focused on 

more traditional indicators such as climate, production estimates, and food aid 

delivery (as discussed in Chapter Three).  However, the emergency alerts issued for 

the 2002-2003 crisis indicated a broader approach to describing the crisis than one of 
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a food supply failure.  In the end, ironically, this may have worked against FEWS 

NET’s efforts to induce an immediate response to the crisis, as it may have fueled the 

donor skepticism regarding the nature of the emergency and the need for a massive 

humanitarian response. 

USAID’s own reporting on the situation in Ethiopia and their response to it 

can be found in a series of 18 fact sheets and 2 situation reports issued by the Office 

of US Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA) beginning October 10, 2002, and ending 

April 8, 2004. These fact sheets are headed “Ethiopia – Drought” through September 

30, 2003; the fact sheet and two situation reports from fiscal year (FY) 2004 upgrade 

the crisis from “drought” to  “complex health/food insecurity emergency.”  These 

reports contain information under the headings of background situation, current 

situation, and US government response and are intended to provide anyone interested 

with information about the humanitarian crisis.  They compile information from not 

only FEWS NET, but also the UN Emergency Unit for Ethiopia, WFP, FAO, 

UNICEF, and the DPPC and other Ethiopian government offices, as well as 

assessments from USAID’s own Disaster Area Response Teams (DART).185 The first 

fact sheet, dated October 10, 2002, indicates that the US Embassy in Ethiopia had 

“declared a disaster in response to the developing drought situation” as early as 

August 1, 2002 (USAID, 2002, October 10, p. 1).  On March 20, 2003,  Fact Sheet #4 

                                                 
185 Inputs from FEWS NET into these documents are mainly about weather – rainfall – and production 

estimates, the indicators chiefly associated with the view of famine as a food shortage rather than a 

livelihoods crisis; this contrasts strongly with FEWS NET’s professed emphasis on livelihoods 

analysis, but is in keeping with its emphasis on more traditional indicators in its regular reporting (see 

Chapter Three).  This in part has to do with the fact that FEWS NET’s own presentations, on its 

website and in its monthly reports, emphasize these indicators, as well as the overwhelming strength of 

the notion of famine as a drought-induced production crisis.   
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stated that “the worsening humanitarian situation in Ethiopia since mid-2002 has 

evolved into a food and humanitarian crisis that has the potential to deteriorate even 

more rapidly in the next several months before the harvest” (USAID, 2003, March 20, 

p. 1).  Indeed, the next fact sheet, dated April 29, 2003, declared the situation a “full 

scale food and humanitarian crisis” (USAID, 2002, April 29, p. 1), and indicated that 

the US Embassy in Ethiopia had repeated its disaster declaration on October 29, 

2002.  “Full scale humanitarian crisis” continues to be the expression USAID uses to 

describe the situation in the remaining fact sheets. The term “famine” never appears. 

Declarations of famine, however, are supposed to be about the numbers.  In 

terms of numbers, this was the largest crisis Ethiopia had experienced to date.  

Increases in numbers of people affected occurred in response to, first, the joint 

FAO/WFP crop production assessment conducted in November and December 2002, 

nearly doubling from 6.3 million to 11.3 million people. There were further increases 

in April and August 2003, in response to revised appeals by the Ethiopian 

government based on DPPC assessments, from 11.3 million to 12.6 million, and then 

to 13.2 million people.  The food aid requirement figures only began with the 

FAO/WFP assessment (1.4 million metric tons in January, 2003), and likewise 

increased twice, with the increase in beneficiary numbers, up to 1.5 million metric 

tons in April and then to 1.8 million metric tons in August. 

Figure 5.1 shows the value in US dollars of the US government humanitarian 

assistance to Ethiopia to date (divided between food and non-food), for fiscal year 

2003, the main crisis period. These figures are given in the text and a table at the end 
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of the first three fact sheets, and in a “Numbers at a Glance” section appearing on the 

first page from Fact Sheet #4 (March 20, 2003) onwards.186   

 

Figure 5.1:  US Food and Non-Food Assistance in Fiscal Year 2003  
Source: Based on USAID Fact Sheets 

 

Relatively large increases in food assistance occurred between November 

2002 and January 2003 (from $75.9 million to $172.2 million), and from March to 

April 2003 ($220.5 million to $288.9 million), but significant increases (over $50 

million) also occurred between April and May and then June and July 2003.  

However, while the initial doubling of food aid from November to January matched 

the doubling of beneficiaries, it took a while for levels of food assistance to increase 

to the levels that ended up being necessary to address the scale of the crisis – a full six 

                                                 
186 I calculated the non-food assistance by subtracting the food aid (given as USAID/FFP assistance in 
the fact sheets) from the total amount of USG humanitarian assistance reported. Non-food assistance 
includes contributions from USAID/OFDA, USAID/Ethiopia, and the State Department contributions 
for refugee assistance within Ethiopia.  In the fact sheet tables, non-food assistance is broken down by 
implementing partner (individual NGOs or UN agencies) as well as sectors.  Sectors represented 
include water/sanitation, health/nutrition, nutrition, primary health, refugee assistance, agriculture 
(seeds, tools), animal health, livelihoods, disaster support, non-food commodities, cash grants, early 
warning, transport, coordination, and administration. 
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months to reach the $400 million-plus levels that were subsequently maintained.  The 

beneficiary numbers increased by only 2 million between March and August, but the 

level of food assistance doubled during this time, from roughly $220 to $440 million.  

This reflects, in part, the typical delay caused by delivering food aid to a landlocked 

country like Ethiopia, but likely also the delay in response indicated in the evaluations 

of the crisis.   

Non-food assistance, while only roughly 10 percent of food assistance in US 

dollars, also increased dramatically between March and April 2003 (from $7.2 

million to $33.2 million), and there was another significant increase between June and 

July (from $37.4 million to $46.5 million).  Non-food assistance increased steadily 

between July and September (from $46 to $59 million), while food assistance 

essentially leveled off.  This reflects the increased emphasis on non-food assistance 

by the DPPC and donors generally in response to criticisms that non-food needs were 

not only inadequately assessed but also inadequately provided for in the donor 

response.  Indeed, a USAID Disaster Area Response Team (USAID/DART), the 

organization’s ultimate vehicle for ground-truthing, had been deployed at the end of 

June 2003 in order to monitor conditions in relation to non-food needs in SNNPR, 

according to the July 1 report.  Overall, the levels of non-food assistance follow a 

pattern similar to that of the food assistance. 

If famine is considered the widespread occurrence of malnutrition and 

mortality from starvation, then it would seem that information on these two factors 

would not only be required to determine a famine, but also receive emphasis in 

reporting if a famine is suspected, and perhaps be de-emphasized if it is not.  Indeed, 
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the 17 USAID fact sheets from FY 2003 do not mention mortality figures at all,187 but 

they mention malnutrition 18 times (though not in each one; there are four fact sheets 

which make no mention of malnutrition).   The first one, from October 10, 2002, 

mentions that “nutrition surveys in various parts of Ethiopia have found elevated 

global malnutrition rates. Although the global malnutrition rates range from 17.9 to 

24.6%, the rates are believed to be higher in isolated areas” (USAID, 2002, October 

10, p. 1).  The next fact sheet, from November 13, 2002, states, “USAID/OFDA field 

staff report that malnutrition among children under five is becoming increasingly 

prevalent in areas of Afar, Amhara, and Oromiya Regions” (USAID, 2002, 

November 13, p.1).  The April 29, 2003 fact sheet (the next one to mention 

malnutrition) states that “while large-scale WFP food aid distributions since July 

2002 have stabilized the situation in some areas, pockets of global and severe acute 

malnutrition are growing at the household and village levels in some districts” 

(USAID, 2003, April 29, p. 1).  Subsequent mentions of malnutrition are similar, 

some giving specific districts where malnutrition rates are above normal levels.  

Some mention specific numbers, such as the May 30, 2003, fact sheet: “In localized 

districts of SNNPR, global acute malnutrition levels range from 18 to 27 percent.  

According to UNICEF, approximately 60,000 to 80,000 children in Ethiopia are 

severely malnourished” (USAID, 2003, May 30, p. 2).   

These statements regarding malnutrition typically appear as the third or fourth 

bullet point in the “Current Situation” section, following more general statements 

                                                 
187 This may seem surprising, but it is notoriously difficult to determine what is called “excess 
mortality” during and even after a crisis (e.g. de Waal, 1989; Hagan and Palloni, 2006; de Waal et al., 
2006).  Frequently, normal mortality rates for an area are not known. 
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about deteriorating conditions, assessment findings, and DART activities.  The 

malnutrition levels themselves seem to be very serious, though there is no means for 

the non-expert reader to evaluate them (what is normal?).188  But the numbers, as well 

as expressions such as “some districts,” “various parts,” and “pockets” seem to 

minimize the geographic extent of malnutrition, compared with the numbers of 

people affected (11-13 million) and the population of the country as a whole (70 

million). In the final three fact sheets for FY 2003, malnutrition becomes a 

generalized “humanitarian concern” together with food security and disease.  It also 

appears in the “Background” section as a “public health crisis.” Indeed, the August 

27, 2003 fact sheet has what seems to be the most serious statement about 

malnutrition: 

According to a USAID Office of US Foreign Disaster Assistance 
(USAID OFDA)-funded report by the Feinstein International Famine 
Center at Tufts University, national nutrition surveys estimate that 
11.1 percent of the rural population suffers from severe malnutrition. 
As a result of high malnutrition rates, the Ethiopian population is 
increasingly vulnerable to diseases.  Under normal circumstances, 75 
percent of Ethiopians are at-risk for malaria.  The malaria threat 
increased significantly in 2003 due to the large numbers of severely 
malnourished children and adults. (USAID, 2003, August 27, p.1)   
 

For the first time, we have a sense of malnutrition as a truly widespread problem with 

other effects.  Further, these three fact sheets mention specific causes of malnutrition 

(up to now a reader could assume general lack of food): “Widespread malnutrition in 

                                                 
188 A nutritionist from Save the Children UK indicated some of the problems with establishing baseline 
nutrition statistics for understanding emergency survey results:  “Anything greater than 5-10% 
malnutrition is considered a problem according to WHO standards.  This is a normal level in Ethiopia, 
so it’s not so useful.”  Indeed, she suggested that even a national “normal” would be less useful than 
establishing baselines for particular areas of Ethiopia.  This is one of the many issues that make 
nutrition statistics difficult to interpret. 
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Ethiopia is a public health crisis resulting from crop production failures, inconsistent 

distribution of food rations, single commodity cereal rations, high rates of diarrheal 

and infectious diseases, and lack of dietary diversity” (ibid.).  This is likewise taken 

from the Tufts report and represents its authors’ interests as academic researchers as 

well as USAID contractors.   

Ironically, in the effort to avoid declaring a famine, or portraying the crisis as 

a famine, USAID’s reporting offers a much broader picture than shortage of food, 

pointing to long-term problems in public health, chronic poverty, and wider economic 

conditions, thus presenting what many analysts would argue is a more accurate 

picture of what a famine really is than a narrow focus on food supply, malnutrition 

and mortality.  Despite this, however, much of the attention is on food production and 

food gaps, and the overwhelming majority of the USAID response is in the form of 

food aid.  Much of the initial information on the severity of the situation seems 

compelling, and in hindsight the escalation of the crisis through 2003 would seem to 

indicate that something ought to have been done earlier to prevent it from becoming 

so widespread.  Returning to the original question of “political will,” it would seem 

that the will of the donors is as important as the will of the Ethiopian government, in 

this case, to accept reports of the severity of a situation and respond accordingly.  

Also at issue is why rehabilitation efforts and long-term programs addressing the oft-

cited root causes of vulnerability and disaster have been so inadequate.  Indeed, 

according to the OFDA fact sheets, USAID/Ethiopia diverted as much as $21 million 

of development assistance to responding to the 2002/2003 humanitarian crisis. It has 

long been noted that Ethiopia receives a very large chunk of the emergency assistance 
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pie, but very little in the way of long-term development assistance, which many have 

argued is what is needed to bring people out of destitution and extreme poverty (see, 

e.g. Sharp et al., 2003).     

Given this repeated approach to famine in Ethiopia (inadequately addressing 

long-term problems and responding to crises only as they become sufficiently dire), it 

seems unlikely that so-called technical, logistical and institutional fixes to famine 

early warning  and response can solve the problem of famine, although they might 

indeed lessen the impact of individual occurrences.189 In terms of responses to 

particular crises, such as that of USAID in 2003, separating political from technical 

acts and decisions becomes a way of deferring responsibility.  There is no way of 

knowing how things would have been if USAID and had not waited for FEWS NET 

to decide whether or not it could cry “famine,” but those I interviewed at 

USAID/Ethiopia felt that the entire debate about whether or not to call the situation a 

famine, as a prerequisite for stepping up the response, wasted valuable time.  Thus, 

the persistent requirement of excess mortality to prove that a famine is occurring, 

predicated on a definition of famine as mass death from starvation, constrains 

agencies from carrying out interventions that might actually prevent these severe 

crises. 

                                                 
189 Even this is questionable, since many analysts, including FEWS NET experts, acknowledge that 
Ethiopia is only going to experience more and more crises, and people are going to become less and 
less able to cope with and recover from them.  This trend is already evident, as, for example, many 
pastoralists in Somali Region had not recovered from the 1999/2000 famine when the 2002/2003 crisis 
emerged. The establishment of the New Coalition for Food Security and the Food Security 
Coordination Bureau (essentially a state welfare program) in 2004 represents an effort to address these 
issues, but it remains to be seen what the long-term effects will be, and as of the time of this research, 
there was considerable skepticism among the aid community in Addis Ababa that they would be 
effective, because of lack of adequate financial support, staffing, and expertise. (As the creation of the 
Food Security Coordination Bureau occurred during my fieldwork, and it was not fully functional, 
analysis of its impact on disaster management in Ethiopia awaits further research.) 
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But perhaps the more significant implications of this analysis of the response 

to the 2002-2003 crisis in Ethiopia are for larger questions of how to solve the 

problem of famine more generally.  While it is clear from both the early warning and 

donor reports that practitioners are struggling with ways to account for and address 

the complexity of famine and its multiple effects on famine-affected populations, both 

short and long term, they are hampered by the dominant paradigm of famine as a 

drought-induced food production crisis as well as the dominant modality of response, 

the provision of food aid.  For example, early warning reports may provide 

information about impact on livelihoods and factors exacerbating people’s 

vulnerability, but if systems for delivering relief that would address these factors have 

not been established, the information cannot be acted upon.  This indicates the 

limitations of addressing “underlying structural factors” and responding adequately to 

“pre-famine conditions” to begin with.  No matter how good early warning systems 

become at obtaining and incorporating this sort of information, they are unlikely to be 

able to produce the desired response if donors do not cooperate.  On the other hand, 

by including this information, early warning systems may provide the impetus for 

changing modalities of response; the increased attention to “non-food needs” in the 

2002-2003 response indicates that such changes are possible.   

This brings us back to the question of jurisdiction and the separation of 

humanitarian response from development assistance.  Indeed, we might even ask if, 

given this separation, something called a “famine early warning system” is the best 

mechanism for bringing to light fundamental socio-economic problems and 

underlying structural conditions.  However, early warning practitioners argue that the 
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information they produce is useful for understanding long-term processes as well as 

immediate situations; aid agencies simply are not predisposed to take their 

information this way and are not likely to as long as the institutional separation 

between humanitarian and development assistance persists.  This was the problem 

that delayed the donor response to the 2002-2003 crisis – donors were not prepared to 

accept that what looked to them like problems of persistent underdevelopment could 

require a massive humanitarian response to save lives.  What is interesting, though, is 

that their skepticism regarding the nature of the crisis was predicated on a distinction 

that is not so clear cut, even operationally, as boundaries between humanitarian and 

development institutions blur – indeed, many agencies are active in both domains.  

Further, many solutions to the problem of famine that have been proposed include 

substantial and far-reaching political and economic changes that go far beyond the 

provision of more emergency relief.  The example of the 2002-2003 famine illustrates 

the significant pitfalls of the assumptions underlying the notion of famine early 

warning and response as technical solutions to a short-term crisis.  
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Conclusion:    Fixing Famine Early Warning 

 

 Famine early warning produces an account of famine as an extraordinary 

crisis: a series of events brought on by a trigger or set of triggers (such as drought 

combined with market failure) that must be remedied through external interventions 

such as food aid, possibly more innovative approaches such as cash for work, and 

certain types of non-food assistance (e.g. farming inputs, medical supplies, clean 

water).  Governments and humanitarian organizations provide relief until the situation 

returns to normal – i.e., until their assessments deem that people will be able to feed 

themselves for the coming season.  Definitional arguments hinge around issues of 

temporality, spatiality, and intensity – how many people over how large an area for 

how long need to be starving for it to be a famine?  Other definitional considerations 

involve causation; if famine is not strictly a drought-induced production crisis, to 

what extent are social factors that impinge on individuals’ or households’ access to 

food to blame?  And how are these best measured, at what level of analysis, using 

what set of indicators and techniques?  These seemingly technical questions mask 

modes of decision making in which political issues such as what governments are 

willing and able to provide under what circumstances, and how to get them to do so, 

are as important as what methodologies will produce the results that will save the 

most lives.   

The central argument of this dissertation has been that the construction of a 

divide between technical and political considerations in famine early warning has 

enabled the persistence of a problematic understanding of famine and approaches to 
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measuring it that benefit international humanitarian agencies as much if not more than 

famine-affected people.   Early warning experts’ efforts to carve out a realm that is 

purely technical, not tainted by the politics of others, is a way of producing a need for 

their expertise which has not yet, and indeed cannot succeed.  Instead, as I have 

argued, following Latour and others, “technology is politics by other means” 

(Woolgar 1996, p. 98).  A clear separation of the technical, as the “hard” outcomes of 

the operations of systems, from the political, as the social manifestations of power 

relations, is impossible.  Rather, technical systems simultaneously express and 

produce power relations.  The dissertation has provided an account of famine early 

warning in Ethiopia that examines how the technical and political are imbricated 

through decisions about system design and implementation, including choices of 

indicators, methodologies, and sources of information.  Questions that experts often 

pose as technical have solutions that are the same time technical and political, and 

efforts to establish certain problems as the technical domain of early warning experts 

have political implications for which accounts of famine not only those experts but 

also governments and international humanitarian organizations validate, and which 

they reject.  Processes of inclusion and exclusion involve determining which accounts 

of famine are to be considered “objective” (thus meeting certain technical 

specifications) and which are thought to be politically motivated; such determinations 

are upheld through expert consensus and transparency, as we saw in Chapter Four.  

This conclusion explores the repercussions of this, and suggests ways in which the 
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early warning endeavor might be transformed so that famine-affected people have a 

greater role in decisions that affect their lives.190  

Early warning is implicated in perpetuating a failing approach to solving the 

problem of famine, but understanding how it is opens up the possibility of finding 

other approaches that might better meet the needs of people affected by famine and 

contribute to their efforts to improve their own lives.  Solving the problem of famine 

thus involves more than just changing political arrangements between social actors – 

donors, humanitarian organizations, early warning experts, famine-affected people.  It 

also involves transforming the seemingly technical arrangements of the early warning 

systems themselves, as they constitute the failed politics as well.  Conversely, 

changing the techniques of early warning cannot happen without political 

transformation. 

The argument of this dissertation thus emerges from asking what it means to 

say that early warning systems work.  Merely identifying an impending crisis is not 

enough; few early warning experts would accept this narrow interpretation of the 

goals of their work.  The point of early warning is to try to prevent famines from 

occurring.  This is why they pay considerable attention to how to link early warning 

to response.  Indeed, many of the famine early warning experts interviewed for this 

study prefer to see their work as contributing to eventually eliminating famine 

entirely by identifying and addressing its underlying causes, thus enabling 

                                                 
190 This could be seen to be in keeping with broader movements to render humanitarian and 
development efforts more accountable, democratic, and inclusive (e.g. de Waal, 1997; Ellerman, 2005; 
Riddell, 2007; Smillie and Minear, 2004). However, as I indicated in Chapter Five, these are still 
heavily focused on the needs and imperatives of national governments and international humanitarian 
actors rather than famine-affected people.  
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humanitarian and development organizations to solve the broader problems that cause 

famine to begin with.  For this reason alone, examining how early warning systems 

produce famines and famine-affected populations as objects for intervention is 

important. 

For example, there is a way in which it could be argued that famine early 

warning systems are beside the point.  As we saw in Chapter Five, major donor 

governments such as the United States respond to famine in ways that they are 

already predisposed to, regardless of the type of information they receive.  One of the 

consistent comments about early warning systems is that they succeed in detecting 

impending famines, but this does not always guarantee a timely response – 

Buchanan-Smith and Davies’ “missing link” (1995).  Put another way, the problem is 

not that early warning systems fail to detect famine, but that official responses fail to 

prevent famine, a failure that early warning ostensibly plays no role in.  However, 

early warning systems are much more than just conduits of information upon which 

organizations may or may not act.  They contribute to knowledge regimes that 

produce policy paradigms (following Breslau, 1997; see Chapter One) that in turn 

shape how famines and famine-affected populations become defined as problems for 

intervention.  For this reason, famine early warning systems as they are could never 

be part of an early or rapid response to famine because, as we saw in Chapter Five, 

they sustain a definition of famine that produces a response only at the tail end of the 

process, when people are already dying in large numbers.   

Thus, in perhaps the grossest example, by not only providing information on 

how many people are in need of food aid for how long, but highlighting this 
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information in report after report, famine early warning systems greatly contribute to 

the perception of famine as a crisis in food production that humanitarian 

organizations can alleviate with food aid.  The inclusion of other kinds of 

information, such as livelihoods impacts or household economy survey results, does 

not lessen this impact of early warning systems, partly because the conception of 

famine as a food shortage is very powerful, especially in English-speaking Western 

society, and partly because this is how international aid agencies have been set up to 

respond, and therefore it meets their informational needs.  This is the very approach 

to famine that has increasingly come under fire, as not only researchers but 

humanitarian actors acknowledge the broader political and economic problems 

contributing to crises that come to be described as famines.  However, as long as 

those involved perceive famine early warning as a primarily technical endeavor 

concerned with providing the best information possible to support existing modalities 

of response, its role in perpetuating this approach to famine can be overlooked. 

The effects of the technical/political divide in famine early warning run deep.  

As I have suggested, this divide establishes a boundary circumscribing the domain of 

famine early warning, thus demarcating a territory perceived as legitimate for the 

work of early warning experts and distinguished from the interests of both aid 

administrators and recipients, which are perceived as tainted by politics.  It thus 

enables early warning experts to determine not only which indicators, analytic 

methods, and information sources to use but also how they will construct their 

accounts of famine without extensive input from non-technical stakeholders.  

However, as I have also indicated, the divide is a political achievement as well, in that 
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the aspects of early warning that come to be labeled as technical are layered with 

political considerations.  Moreover, the political economy of the agencies in which 

they work makes early warning experts more accountable to their bosses and funders 

(i.e. donor governments) than to the famine-affected populations they describe; this 

accounts for such non-technical features as the one-way flow of early warning 

information from the “ground” or “grassroots” to the administrative centers of Addis 

Ababa, Rome, and Washington, DC.   

This is not to say that early warning experts are not concerned with saving 

people’s lives; indeed, they express this concern over and over again in their meetings 

and conversations.  Rather, the ways in which they seek to do so are constrained.  

Also, their notion of who those people are is shaped by how their systems define 

them, whether as numbers of beneficiaries or vulnerable households.  In this way, the 

saving of life, or even the preserving of livelihoods, becomes an abstraction, far 

removed from the lives of the people being saved.  It might be argued that this 

abstraction is necessary for early warning and other famine experts to get on with 

doing their jobs, just as surgeons often do not think of the bodies they are cutting as 

individual humans.  However, one must also consider its costs in terms of the aspects 

of those lives that are removed from the picture, as well as the knowledge, 

experience, and expertise they could potentially bring to it.  Why this should become 

a consideration for famine early warning is discussed in the next section. 
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Towards a New Way of Doing Famine Early Warning 

 

 I have identified the exclusion of famine-affected people from participating in 

not only early warning but also the determination of their own needs and how best to 

meet those needs as one of the central problems emerging from the divide that has 

been constructed between the technical and the political in famine early warning and 

response.  Dominant definitions, measures, and representations of, as well as 

responses to, famine have been derived from the perspectives, approaches, and needs 

of international humanitarian organizations, who generally have not consulted 

famine-affected people in planning and implementing their activities.  This is a 

problem not necessarily because famine-affected people have a better understanding 

of what famine is and how to eradicate it than do the governments and international 

agencies; Joan Scott (1991) provides an eloquent caution against automatically 

accepting the evidence of experience because to do so inevitably reproduces 

ideological systems and essentializes identities of historical subjects.  Rather, it is a 

problem because it denies people a say in how to manage their own lives; it inserts 

them into the international humanitarian system as passive aid recipients who have 

nothing to contribute to solving their own problems.  In so doing, it reproduces a 

particular approach to the problem of famine that has failed to work for several 

decades, and it precludes the consideration of other kinds of approaches. 

 This exclusion happens at several key moments in early warning: in the 

conceptualizing and operationalizing of famine that occurs at the level of system 

design; in the methodological debates and choices that early warning experts engage 
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in (particularly, ironically, with the increasing emphasis on vulnerability at the 

household level); and in the production of objectivity, consensus and transparency in 

system implementation.  Each of these moments represents an opportunity for 

considering multiple perspectives; the actors involved make decisions about which 

perspectives are valid or useful, and this forecloses other perspectives deemed not to 

be.  Moreover, some perspectives may not even be up for consideration, because they 

are simply not known.  The lack of attention paid to how famine-affected people 

themselves conceptualize, account for, and respond to famine is striking.  It matters 

not just because famine-affected people might have access to information that would 

help early warning experts and humanitarian agencies do their jobs better, but 

because the decisions that powerful humanitarian actors make are not simply 

technically efficacious and politically neutral.  Rather, they intervene in the world and 

transform the lives of their “targets” in ways that are not necessarily beneficial, and 

that define their needs in narrow and potentially problematic ways.   

 While the needs of famine-affected people might seem self-evident – they are 

starving, so they need food – many analyses of famine and famine response show that 

they are not, and that providing the wrong sorts of relief can in fact be very damaging.  

For example, as indicated in previous chapters, the shift to providing non-food needs 

is occurring because of the growing recognition that assumptions about needs have 

been flawed, and that many famine deaths are not caused by starvation at all; 

moreover, there is also growing recognition that the way food aid itself is 

administered may, for example, have a detrimental effect on local markets.  In her 

account of the politics of needs interpretation in late capitalist welfare state societies 
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(particularly the United States), Nancy Fraser (1989) indicates that considering needs 

in very general or “thin” terms (such as food or shelter), disregards the controversies 

that emerge when the provisions of such needs are considered more “thickly” in terms 

of what social arrangements are necessary in order to meet those needs.  Thin need 

interpretations disregard important political questions: 

 
First, they take the interpretation of people’s needs as simply given 
and unproblematic; they thus occlude the interpretive dimension of 
needs politics, the fact that not just satisfactions but need 
interpretations are politically contested.  Second, they assume that it 
doesn’t matter who interprets the needs in question and from what 
perspective and in light of what interests; they thus overlook the fact 
that who gets to establish authoritative thick definitions of people’s 
needs is itself a political stake.  Third, they take for granted that the 
socially authorized forms of public discourse available for interpreting 
people’s needs are adequate and fair; they thus neglect the question of 
whether these forms are in favor of the self-interpretations and 
interests of dominant social groups and, so, work to the disadvantage 
of subordinate or oppositional groups – they occlude, in other words, 
the fact that the means of public discourse themselves may be at issue 
in needs politics.  Fourth, such theories fail to problematize the social 
and institutional logic of processes of need interpretation; they thus 
neglect such important political questions as, Where in society, in what 
institutions, are authoritative need interpretations developed?  And 
What sorts of social relations are in force among the interlocutors or 
co-interpreters?  (p. 164) 

 
Addressing these issues enables us to move from narrow considerations of the 

administration of needs satisfaction to broader understandings of the role that the 

interpretation of needs plays in making and contesting political claims.  These are 

important questions for famine early warning as well, considering the role that it 

plays in determining the needs of famine-affected people. 

According to Fraser, a more politically critical approach to the politics of need 

interpretation would focus on three moments: 1) “the struggle to establish or deny the 
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political status of a given need”; 2) “the struggle over the interpretation of the need … 

the power to define it and, so, to determine what would satisfy it”; and 3) “the 

struggle over the satisfaction of the need” (ibid.).  It would be possible to determine 

better or worse interpretations of needs by attending to procedures by which 

competing needs interpretations are generated, as well as their consequences in terms 

of distributive outcomes.  Regarding procedural considerations, “all things being 

equal, the best need interpretations are those reached by means of communicative 

processes that most closely approximate ideals of democracy, equality, and fairness,” 

while their consequences should “not disadvantage some groups vis-à-vis others” (p. 

182).   

Fraser’s discussion concerns politics within a relatively “contained” system – 

the individual nation-state. For famine-affected people, these issues are tremendously 

complicated by the fact that the interpretation of their needs, as well as determination 

of how to satisfy them, occurs in international institutions that are not in any way 

responsible to them (in the way that, in theory, institutions in a democratic state are 

responsible to its citizens). For example, USAID is arguably more accountable to the 

citizens of the United States (in that its budget is approved by Congress) than to the 

citizens of Ethiopia, in whose lives it intervenes.  Given this, is there any potential for 

famine early warning systems to play a more emancipatory role in the politics of the 

interpretation of famine-affected people’s needs?  It would seem that particularly the 

DPPC’s push to establish early warning and disaster management capacities down to 

the woreda level provides an opportunity for local engagement that could at minimum 

provide a means for famine-affected people to share their expertise, knowledge, and 
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experience of famine with those who are trying to help them, if early warning staff at 

the woreda level were open to them doing so.  This could be a starting point for 

transforming early warning into a means for famine-affected people to convey their 

needs to national and international organizations positioned to help them, thus 

ultimately also transforming famine response. 

Whether or not this could happen would depend on how famine-affected 

people are able to participate in the politics of need interpretation.  Among the current 

set of humanitarian actors, international NGOs such as Save the Children UK style 

themselves as representing the people.  But as we have seen in the example of the 

household economy approach (HEA), the categories and techniques by which 

information is collected and analyzed are ultimately expert-derived, and the results 

are made to fit into the dominant modalities of relief.  As is suggested by Anderson 

and Rieff’s critique of global civil society (2004), there is nothing about the 

international system that induces such organizations to play a role analogous to 

domestic civil society organizations in a settled democratic order; indeed, their claims 

to “represent” the people are at odds with any purported civil society role.  Likewise, 

the DPPC’s claims to represent the grassroots are suspect, given that its early warning 

system was also designed by international experts to meet the needs of international 

donors as well as the federal government.  Rather, what is called for is finding a 

means of including famine-affected people themselves, which raises a series of other 

problems, considerations and questions.  

One possibility might be communication with already existing community-

based organizations within Ethiopia – not necessarily the “indigenous NGOs” that 
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have been established to enable their founders to take advantage of the funding 

opportunities presented by international aid agencies, but organizations that have 

deep roots within Ethiopian society, such as the various self-help systems that pre-

existed the advent of these NGOs and that historically served as means of 

redistribution.  For example, ekub has traditionally acted as a rotating saving and 

credit system in parts of Ethiopia long before the introduction of official microcredit 

programs (CRDA, 2001).  There is also a system of communal labor exchange among 

farmers known as dabo.  Idir, burial societies existing among Orthodox Christian 

communities, provide mutual support for bereaved families; an analogous 

organization, ezen, exists among the Muslim community.  These self-help systems 

formed to help people deal with the problems of daily life, and they no doubt have 

played a role (as yet largely unexamined by aid agencies) in people’s resilience to 

famine and other sources of hardship. While these organizations were actively 

repressed by the Derg in the 1970s and 1980s, they have survived in many areas, and 

governments and donor agencies are investigating their usefulness for delivering both 

relief and development assistance (Pratten, 1997). 

While drawing on these organizations runs the risk of reproducing inequalities 

in Ethiopia society, it also enables possibilities that may resonate with how people 

already address their problems.  The mistake is to assume that Ethiopians are blank 

slates upon which to write prescriptions for solving their problems, rather than trying 

to understand what they are already doing along these lines. There are many 

assumptions on the part of government and aid agencies about people’s dependency 

on food aid and the kind of behavior it engenders – primarily laziness and dishonesty 
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– with very little empirical evidence to back it up.  What is much needed is a better 

understanding of whether and how famine-affected people leverage the aid system at 

the local (e.g. village) level to meet their needs and what obstacles may prevent them 

from doing this – in other words, the role of information and aid in local level 

politics.  This would open up the possibility of examining what people consider their 

own needs to be, how the aid system falls short of meeting those needs, and how to 

remedy this.  It would also not require famine-affected Ethiopians to wait for the 

government of Ethiopia to transform itself into a liberal democracy, the institutions of 

which do not necessarily do a better job of meeting their own citizens’ needs, as 

Fraser’s discussion of late capitalist welfare states indicates.   

The issue of aid “dependency” also raises concerns in the interpretation of 

needs.  By this I do not mean dependency in the pejorative sense in which it is used 

by the Ethiopian government and donors (see Fraser, 1997, for a thorough genealogy 

of the term), but the recognition that because of the sheer volume of food aid that 

Ethiopia has received over the past several decades, an entire generation of 

Ethiopians has grown up in an environment in which food aid is part of their daily 

life.  Indeed, one thing I heard consistently regarding the people of Somali Region is 

that they consider food aid to be one of the only benefits they have received as a 

result of having been incorporated into the Ethiopian state; hence, they consider food 

aid their right as Ethiopian citizens.191  What few investigations there are into the 

                                                 
191 The people that I heard this from, mainly international and Ethiopian early warning and food 
security experts, were not necessarily critical of this observation, though some of them also expressed 
generally negative views of the Somali.  Therefore, the observation requires further investigation; I am 
mentioning it here to suggest the degree to which receiving food aid has become a part of people’s 
lives, rather than an extraordinary occurrence.  Further research on this might show whether Adriana 
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phenomenon of dependency have shown that receiving aid does not necessarily 

reduce people’s efforts to be self-sufficient, nor does aid act as a disincentive for food 

producers to work (e.g. Abdulai et al., 2005; Dayton-Johnson and Hoddinott, 2003; 

Levinsohn and McMillan, 2005).  However, the availability of aid as part of the 

“entitlement set” (to borrow Sen’s term) of millions of Ethiopians will likely have 

had particular effects on their own definitions of their needs.  The degree to which 

this is the case has not been empirically determined, however, and awaits further 

research, which would involve studies of how aid recipients have incorporated famine 

relief into their lives and expectations.192   

Moreover, as assessment methods such as participatory rural appraisal are 

increasingly used by aid organizations, the people being assessed learn the specialized 

vocabularies of need that the methods employ, and therefore begin to express their 

needs in appropriate terms.  The remark by one international consultant following a 

village-level group interview in the HEA pilot testing in Amhara region that she “felt 

like they had read the baseline report” because their answers had matched it so well, 

indicates the possible complications this raises.  One of the common complaints of 

the DPPC’s traditional methodology is that local officials have learned all the 

questions and what answers they need to give; there is no reason to expect that this 

                                                                                                                                           
Petrynas’s notion of biological citizenship in relation to the Chernobyl nuclear explosion would 
provide useful parallels.  She defines biological citizenship as “a massive demand for but selective 
access to a form of social welfare based on medical, scientific, and legal criteria that both acknowledge 
biological injury and compensate for it” (2002, p. 6). Thus, claims based on disability from the 
Chernobyl disaster become rights and entitlements of citizenship in the postsocialist state. 
192 Such studies would necessarily be different from the World Food Programme’s 2003 Food Aid Use 
and Impact Survey, which was primarily concerned with improving WFP’s food aid delivery and 
therefore was structured to that end.  The study was based on questionnaires administered by 120 food 
monitors over a month-long period, with teams of four people covering a village a day (WFP, 2003).  
What I am advocating would be more long-term, ethnographic studies of how food aid has been 
incorporated into people’s daily lives.   
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cannot happen in villages or settlements where assessments are done as well.  This is 

a pitfall of “participatory” approaches where the terms of participation are set by the 

organizations designing the assessments or programs.     

There is no pristine Ethiopian expression of need waiting to be uncovered.  

Indeed, decades of intervention by relief and development agencies have had 

considerable impact on how people perceive their problems as well as the solutions to 

those problems, not to mention their possibilities for carrying out those solutions.  

Even so, it remains extremely paternalistic for aid agencies, whether governmental or 

nongovernmental, national or international, to assume that they know more than 

famine-affected people, or that their experience in dealing with famine is more valid 

than that of the people whose very lives depend on whether or not they have the 

resources to make it through the bad seasons that seem to be increasingly common.  

Famine early warning as it is currently conceived and practiced may or may not be a 

significant resource for famine-affected people; determining this is something that has 

yet to be tried.  Making famine early warning systems a significant resource for 

famine-affected people requires taking into account their experiences of and 

responses to famine.  As this dissertation has shown, this calls for substantial 

transformation of the early warning endeavor.
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