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Summary of Presentations

The fourth Workshop of the Poverty Dialogue
Forum, which was entitled Listening to the Poor,
and was held on 12 July 2001, marked a significant
departure for FSS. For the first time in the pro-
gram, FSS provided a forum to the poor to tell their
own story and to participants of the program to
learn about poverty from the poor themselves. The
program brought together six poor people (four
women and two men) from different parts of Addis
Ababa to talk about their experience and how they
have been able to cope with poverty. Following is a
summary of the presentations.

Poverty: What it Means

The first speaker was Gizachew Haile, a young
man of 24 who was born and brought up in the
poorest section of Addis Ketema. His family,
which initially consisted of his parents, his two
brothers and a sister, was very poor and his parents
found it hard to support their children. As a small
boy his parents sent him to the neighborhood
"Priest School" not because they were keen about
religious education but because it was cheap and a
good means of keeping him from getting into trou-
ble. He then attended regular school working part
time to support himself. Both his parents died
while he was in grade school and in his early teens,
and he was forced to assume responsibility for the
household. This meant doing odd jobs part time
and going to school part time. After a while, his
two brothers left the city to seek opportunities else-
where which greatly reduced his family burdens.
His sister, whom he was helping to go to school,
dropped out and became a maid to support herself.
Gizachew found it very hard to work and continue
with his education and he had to drop out of school
several times because of the difficult circum-
stances. It was only when he joined one of the
credit programs run by PROPRIDE, a local NGO
working in Addis Ketema and elsewhere in the
city, that he was able to return to school and com-
plete his high school education.

Gizachew characterized poverty as a malignant
disease. To be poor, he said, was to lose hope, to
give up on life itself. Poverty gives rise to conflict
in the community and leads to crime. Poor people,
he noted, suffer social exclusion. He believed that
if Government and NGOs could find ways to create

employment opportunities, it would be an effective
way of reducing poverty. Providing skills training
to the poor, he thought, would improve their
chances of secure employment.

The second speaker, Senait Zenawi, was a
young woman of 24 who was born and still lives in
the Tecklehaimanot area of Addis Ababa, one of
the poorest areas in the city. The family consists of
nine persons: her parents, three brothers, two sis-
ters, her son and herself. She is unmarried. Her
mother is a washerwoman and her father is retired
and has a small pension. Because her parents were
unable to make ends meet and found it hard to care
for their children, she was forced to drop out of
school and seek employment at a very young age,
when she was about 16. Like her mother she be-
came a washerwoman, and for six years she earned
an average of 60 Birr a month washing clothes.
Moreover, as her parents were getting old and her
brothers and sisters were much younger than her,
she assumed responsibility for the whole family.
With her meager earnings and the occasional sup-
port of her mother who continued to wash clothes
to earn some income even though she was getting
old, she has managed to keep her three brothers and
one sister in school. Her son is too young to go to
school and one other sister does not go to school
because she cannot afford to pay for her. Senait
said that life became increasingly hard because the
income she and her mother earned (her father's
pension was inconsequential) could barely cover
the growing needs of the family. A lucky break for
her was the chance to enroll in a training program
run by Hope Enterprises, a local NGO working
with the poor in the city. She is now training as a
cook and housekeeper. She has also been able to
benefit by the organization's micro-credit program.

Senait described poverty as the loss of respect
and trust. The poor, she said, are considered the
lowest of the low: they are looked down upon, not
trusted, and not respected. They play a marginal
role in the life of their community. Senait thought
that the best way to reduce poverty was to create
employment opportunities targeted to the poor.
Both the Government and NGOs should make em-
ployment creation, in particular employment for
the poor, as their priority if they hope to reduce
poverty in the city. She was emphatic that if just



one person from a poor family has a secure job,
earning a decent income, it will help bring consid-
erable improvements in the condition of the family.
Another important factor for poverty reduction, she
thought, was providing education to the poor. She
felt NGOs and the Government should put more
resources in extending educational opportunities to
the poor.

The third speaker was Sisay Gessesse, a young
man of 25 who is now actively involved in pro-
grams run by the Forum for Street Children, one of
the few local NGOs working with street children
and children in difficult circumstances in Addis
Ababa and a few other towns. The story of his life
is similar in many ways to that of the panelists who
spoke before him. Sisay was born in the Kirkos
area of Addis Ababa, a neighborhood with a large
population of poor households. His family con-
sisted of nine children and his parents, but his fa-
ther died when he (Sisay) was very young. As the
eldest child in the family, he dropped out of school
and tried to support his family by vending ciga-
rettes, candy and gum. He soon became a street
child, living off the street but not on it. Gradually,
this lead to drug taking, violence and a very inse-
cure life. For a while, he was taking hashish, snort-
ing benzene, and chewing gat. Because he was
young (he was barely in his teens), he was fre-
quently victimized by the older street children,
sometimes beaten and attacked. Sisay's break came
when he met development agents working for Save
the Children (USA) and became involved in one of
their urban programs. He was about 13 at the time.
Later, he joined the activities run by Forum for
Street Children with whom he is still attached. Si-
say noted that now he is free from drugs.

Sisay pointed out that poverty leads to the
breakup of families, to social conflict, and margin-
alization. To be poor is to lose the trust of one's
neighbors, to lose the chance to be a member of the
idir in the neighborhood, and to be dehumanized.
Sisay thought that NGOs' savings and credit pro-
grams have played an important role in improving
the life of poor people. He also believed that pro-
viding skills training for the poor, especially for
street children and unemployed mothers, would
offer opportunities for both wage employment as
well as self-employment. It was his opinion that
credit services and employment for the poor would
be the best method of tackling growing urban pov-
erty.

The fourth speaker was Marta Tadesse whose

life experience was slightly different from the rest
of the speakers. Marta, who said she was 22 years
old, has three brothers and four sisters, but initially
her family was not quite poor but became so be-
cause of what she called an unexpected misfortune.
Now, her mother does embroidery to earn an in-
come, her father is engaged in petty business ac-
tivities and she and her second sister have become
petty traders. While her brothers were able to con-
tinue with their schooling, she and her sisters had
to work part time in order to finance their educa-
tion; one of her sisters had to drop out because she
was unable to cope with school and work. To im-
prove her earnings she managed to take training in
embroidery but this has not lead to better income
for herself. She has recently joined the mircro-
credit program run by ProPride, a local NGO, and
has benefited by it.

Marta thought poverty was the inability to work
and earn a living because of the lack of access to
economic assets, in particular money. Because of
the lack of money, many who are capable of earn-
ing a living are not able to do so. To be poor, she
said, was to lose one's humanity. Marta believed
the way out of poverty was to provide credit ser-
vices to the poor, to encourage trade and to provide
skill training to the needy so that they can improve
their employment opportunities and earning ability.

This concluded the presentation of the panelists.
Dr. Konjit, the Chairwoman, then invited Wzo Al-
ganesh Abebe and Wzo. Yeshi Mohammed, two
poor women who had consented to participate in
the debate and who were sitting with the audience,
to make brief presentations. Wzo. Alganesh, who
spoke first, said she was forty-five years old, a
mother of five children and comes from a military
family background. She said she has experienced
the bitter fruit of poverty and had once reached a
stage where she could not support her children nor
send them to school. She is a lone parent but she
was fortunate in that a few years back the Forum
on Street Children helped her eldest daughter to
pursue her education. This, she said, lifted a great
burden from her. Her daughter is how in secondary
school. Moreover, through the support of the Fo-
rum she became involved in a credit program to-
gether with other women in her neighborhood. She
said she was the first member of her credit group to
take out a loan. The program has been of consider-
able benefit to her. She has so far taken three loans
and has used all of them to good effect. She
thought that one way to reduce poverty was to pro-
vide poor people interest-free loans to enable them
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to invest it and be economically active. Interest on
loans, she thought, was a burden on the poor and
tends to discourage them from using their loans
effectively.

W?zo. Yeshi, the other speaker, said she was
born and grew up in Wollo. She did not say how
old she was but our estimate is that she is in her
early thirties. She migrated to Addis Ababa and
initially found work in one family's home. She had
her first child while working with this family as a
maid. Then she moved to one of her relative's
home, became a fuelwood carrier and had her sec-
ond child. It was hard, she said, bringing up two
children with income from the sale of fuelwood.
From time to time she baked injera to earn more
income. The relative with whom she was staying
wanted her to take her two children and go back to
Wollo but she refused and had to move out of the
house. After persistent petitions to officials of her
Kebelle, she finally succeeded in getting a small
"house". However, she said, the house was a flimsy
structure and had virtually no roof. One day when
it rained hard the house collapsed and almost killed
on of her children. Her only source of income was
still fuelwood vending and bringing up two chil-
dren on such small income was very difficult for
her. She wanted both her children to go to school
but she did not have the means to pay for the edu-
cation of both of them. Then, about three years ago,
she met development agents from ACCORD, an
NGO working with the poor in urban areas, who
encouraged her to join a savings and credit group
organized in her neighborhood. She joined the
group and has been able to take out loans several
times. She said she has benefit a great deal because
from the program. She has been able to send both
her children to school and her eldest son is now in
11th grade. She now bakes and sells bread and this
has improved her income. She believed the kind of
micro-credit program she has been involved in is of
great benefit to poor people.

Poor People’s Views of Poverty and Poverty Re-
duction

What came out of the discussion was that the
poor have clear views of what it means to be poor
what must be done to reduce the level of poverty in
the urban areas. To the poor, poverty was not pri-
marily an economic phenomenon. Only one
speaker, Marta Tadesse, defined poverty in terms
of lack of access to economic assets. Poverty for
the rest was a social and human problem. To be

poor was to be dehumanized, to lose the respect
and trust of one's neighbors, to be marginalized and
socially excluded. Asked about the causes of pov-
erty, many of the panelists cited the following as
major contributing factors:

a) lack of employment opportunities, and of
employable skills;

b) large family size and the inability to practice
family planning;

¢) lack of access to education.

All the speakers had something to say about
what must be done to bring about improvements in
the life of the poor and to reduce the level of pov-
erty in the urban areas. They were all aware that
there are far too many poor people in the country.
None of them believed that poverty was ordained
by God. They were of the opinion that it was possi-
ble to improve one's status through one's effort,
given the opportunity. They were conscious that
sound programs by Government and NGOs can go
a long way to help reduce poverty. The programs
that were frequently cited as being critical to the
effort to reduce urban poverty were the following:

a) Employment schemes for the poor. For
this, both NGOs and Government agencies
need to promote skills training, specially
targeted to young people, women, and the
unemployed. By employment opportunities
the speakers were referring not so much to
civil service jobs but rather to skills-based
employment in manufacturing, construc-
tion, or the occupational trades.

b) Access to education for the poor. All the
speakers regarded education as a way out
of poverty. But education was costly and
most poor families are unable to pay for
their children's schooling. Programs that
help the poor to keep their children in
school were therefore considered to be
very important.

c) Access to credit services for the poor.
Many of the speakers had benefited by the
credit program of the NGOs with which
they were involved. Sound savings and
credit programs therefore were seen as an
important lifeline for the poor.

What follows is the full text of the presentations in
Ambharic.
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Forum for Social Studies

The Forum for Social Studies (FSS) is an independent, non-profit institution engaged in pol-
icy-oriented research on the development challenges facing Ethiopia. It provides an open fo-
rum for the discussion of public policy and promotes public awareness. FSS believes that en-
couraging broad participation in policy debates is an important contribution to the democratic
process. To achieve its goals, FSS organizes public conferences, and publishes and distributes
its research findings to policy makers and other government officials, civil society institu-
tions, professionals, the business community, donor agencies and the public at large. This
publication is meant to encourage public discussion of the issues concerned and their policy
implications.

Consultation Papers on Poverty

These publications are based on papers presented and discussions held at FSS’ Poverty Dia-
logue Forum and are meant to stimulate debate and reflection on the Government’s poverty
initiatives.

Address

Forum for Social Studies Tel. (251-1) 55 61 21/12 95 79/55 20 25
P.O.Box 3089 E-mail: fss@telecom.net.et
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia
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