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ABS TR AC T  

In a country like Ethiopia where the vast majority of the populations are employed in agriculture, land is an important 
economic resource for the development of rural livelihoods. Agricultural land in peri-urban areas is, however, transformed 
into built-up regions through horizontal urban expansion that has an effect on land use value. In recent years Ethiopia has 
been experiencing rapid urbanization, which has led to an ever-increasing demand for land in peri-urban areas for housing 
and other nonagricultural activities that pervades agricultural land. There is a high demand for informal and illegal peri-
urban land which has been held by peri-urban farmers, and this plays a vital role in the unauthorized and sub-standard house 
construction on agricultural land. This urbanization has not been extensively reviewed and documented. In this review an 
attempt has been made to assess the impacts of rapid urbanization on agricultural activities. Urban expansion has reduced 
the areas available for agriculture, which has seriously impacted upon peri-urban farmers that are often left with little or no 
land to cultivate and which has increased their vulnerability. Housing encroachments have been observed to be uncontrolled 
due to a weak government response to the trend of unplanned city expansion. This has left peri-urban farmers exposed to the 
negative shocks of urbanization because significant urbanization-related agricultural land loss has a positive correlation with 
grain production decrease. Appropriate governing bodies should control urban development in order to control the illegal 
and informal spread of urbanization on agricultural land that threatens food production. 
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1. Introduction 

 
Ethiopia is the second most populous nation in 

Africa (more than 109 million people) with a total 
area of 1.1 million km2 and lies in the north eastern 
part of the Horn of Africa (WORLD BANK GROUP, 2019). 
Agriculture is the backbone of the Ethiopian 
economy, of which 80.5% of the rural population 
relies on agriculture for their livelihoods. This 
particular sector determines the growth of all other 
sectors and consequently the whole national 
economy. It constitutes over 50% of the gross 
domestic product (GDP), accounts for over 85% 
of the labour force, and generates over 90% of the 
foreign exchange ((ECA, 2016; WELTEJI, 2018). 

The land tilled by Ethiopian small-scale farmers 
accounts for 95% of the total area under agricultural 
use, and these farmers are responsible for more than 
90% of the total agricultural output (GEBRESELASSIE & 

BEKELE, 2012). 
In economic theory, land is regarded as a special 

asset providing space for locating economic activities, 
infrastructure, and dwellings, as well as amenity 
services and aesthetic value (VAN DER VEEN & 

OTTER, 2001; HUBACEK & VAN DEN BERGH, 2002; 
ARIBIGBOLA, 2008). In developing countries, most 
people rely on agricultural production, making 
land an important asset (TUYEN, 2013). Yet, this 
valuable and scarce resource is in fixed supply 
(AZADI ET AL., 2011), requiring sustainable utilization.  
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Therefore, any change to the agricultural land use 
in these countries requires thoughtful planning to 
both conserve the land and reduce the risks of 
undermining the livelihoods of the people. However, 
existing literature shows that economic growth 
and persistent urbanization is an unavoidable global 
phenomenon that initiates urban encroachment 
into agricultural land (PAUL & MCKENZIE, 2012; 
DADI ET AL., 2016). While some studies state positive 
outcomes from the conversion of agricultural land in 
local communities since urbanization transforms 
a backward and agricultural country to become 
modern and industrial. As a result of an increase 
in non-food producers and their average incomes, 
it often provides growing demands for agricultural 
products and for higher value products that bring 
benefits to farmers (MELESE, 2004; SATTERTHWAITE 

ET.AL., 2010). However, others argue against positive 
impact and report negative consequences because in 
most urban areas in low- and middle-income nations, 
the absence of land-use planning or a strategic 
planning framework to guide land-use changes leads 
to urban areas expanding haphazardly (NGUYEN 

VU & PHILIPPE, 2011; NGUYEN & HO, 2013; PRIBADI & 

PAULEIT, 2015; FENTA ET.AL., 2017; ENIYEW, 2018). 
Urbanization rates are quickly increasing in 

developing countries, with two-thirds of the world’s 
population anticipated to be living in cities by 
2050 (UN POPULATION DIVISION, 2014). A typical 
characteristic of urban areas in developing nations 
are the informal settlements caused by the large 
influx of populations from other semi-urban or rural 
areas (CHIRISA, 2008). Rapid population growth 
and the related need for housing and other 
amenities have resulted in an increasing urbanized 
land cover, mostly along major roads and in rural 
countryside, which is typically scattered and 
inefficient in resource utilization (EWING & HAMIDI, 
2015). Currently, Ethiopia has been experiencing a 
rapid urbanization process since the implementation 
of an economic development and privatization policy 
to stimulate national economic growth (ADAM, 
2016). In the country, the population living in cities 
is expected to grow from 15.2 million in 2012 to 
42.3 million by 2034, corresponding to an annual 
growth of 5.4% (WORLD BANK, 2015). The share of 
the population living in cities has increased from 
an estimated 7.1% in 1994 (SCHMIDT & KEDIR, 2009) 
to 16% in 2008 (ABEBE, 2006) and is expected to 
reach 60% by 2040 at the current annual growth 
rate of 3.5% (DESA, 2014).  

In the next decades, Ethiopia will be building 
its cities in which it will then have to live for many 
generations. Given the 2.73% total annual population 
growth rate, the high rate of migration to towns, 
and the increase in the number of urban centres, 

the rate of urbanization is increasing at a rate of 
4.4% (TADESSE & HEADEY, 2010). Furthermore, the 
country’s urban population is expected to grow on 
average by 3.98% annually, and by 2050, about 
42.1% of the total population is expected to inhabit 
urban centres (TESSEMA, 2017; UN-HABITAT, 2010). 

The urban growth in Ethiopia, and likely in many 
African cities, is generally characterized by a lack of 
adequate planning or a lack of the implementation 
of plans, resulting in cities that often have a 
shortage of the necessary infrastructure and services 
(HAREGEWEYNA ET AL., 2012; MUDHCO, 2014; ZEWDIE 

ET AL., 2018). This has contributed to fragmented 
urban landscape patterns along major roadways 
to its rural fringes especially in the regional cities. 
In the past couple of decades, regional cities in 
Ethiopia have grown faster than the capital city, 
Addis Ababa (UN-HABITAT, 2017). Peri-urban areas 
surrounding the urban areas are characterized as 
one of the most vulnerable geographic areas for 
the rapid conversion of a large amount of prime 
agricultural land to urban areas that makes farmers 
loss of livelihood assets (MULUWORK, 2014; WEGEDIE, 
2018). As a result, large numbers of local landholders, 
who mainly engage in agricultural activity for their 
livelihood, have been forced to lose their land 
rights (ADAM, 2014). Several studies (KASA ET AL,, 
2011; WORKU, 2019; AHLAM, 2017; FENTA ET AL., 
2017; ENIYEW, 2018) have confirmed that there have 
been considerable losses of areas of agricultural 
land use cover in Ethiopia during recent decades. 
In most instances, there is little effective control 
over land-use conversions from agriculture to 
non-agricultural uses. There may be regulations 
that are meant to limit these conversions but these 
are often avoided by politicians and real estate 
agents. As a result of this, agricultural land, which 
is the mainstay of the livelihoods for majority of 
people in the country, is decreasing day by day. 

Generally, such land-use conversion often reduces 
the most fertile land, and therefore the impact on 
agricultural production and food security is often 
larger than the absolute amount of land involved 
(NAAB ET AL., 2013; SHISHAY, 2011). Policies that 
ensure a just and equitable compensation for such 
expropriated farmers remain necessary (MULUWORK, 
2014). Hence, a better understanding of the spatial 
and temporal dynamics of urban growth and 
their impact on the small-scale farmer’s life in the 
surroundings are required. However, urbanization 
and its impact on agricultural land has not been 
extensively reviewed and documented. Thus, as a 
response to the existing information gap, this 
review article has attempted to assess the effect 
of rapid urbanization on agricultural land in 
Ethiopia.  
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2.  Overview of urbanization and peri-urban 
farming in Ethiopia 

 
2.1. Pattern and trend of urban growth in Ethiopia 
 

Ethiopia is the second-most populous country 
in Africa after Nigeria and 19.45% live in urban 
and peri-urban areas (CSA, 2016). According to 
the UNITED NATIONS POPULATION DIVISION (2014), 
Ethiopia attained an urbanization level of 16% in 
2007 and this grew to 20% in 2017. This level of 
urbanization is low compared to the averages 
for African and Sub-African countries whose 
urbanization rates are 40% and 37% respectively. 
Yet, Ethiopia’s urban population has been projected 
to increase three times in the next two decades 
(UNDESA, 2018). As a result, it is estimated to reach 
between 30-35 million (27-30% of the total 
population) by 2025 and will have escalated to 
42.2 million (40% of the total population) by 2037 
(WORLD BANK, 2015). Ethiopia's urban growth rate is 
more than 4.0% per year, which places it among 
the highest in Africa and in the world (MWUD, 2007) 
(see Fig. 1). This rapid urban growth has been 
accompanied by horizontal expansion of urban 
centres and the emergence of new forms of 
settlements. 

 

Fig. 1. Global trends of urbanization growth rates from 1950 
to 2050 (UNDESA, 2018) 

 
2.2. Drivers of rapid urbanization 

 
Rapid urbanization is derived from migration from 

villages to towns, urban expansion to peri-urban 
areas, and the natural growth of urban inhabitants. 

Migration. Migration is considered to be a major 
factor in the urban growth dynamics of Ethiopia 
and has been a significant contribution to the 
country's urban population (PAUL & EMILY, 2010). 
The population migration in Ethiopia to urban 
centres has been rural-urban and urban–urban. 
Studies by (BEZU & HOLDEN, 2014; ESHETU & BESHIR, 

2017) revealed that the proportion of migrants in 
urban centres has drastically increased. Migration 
from rural to urban areas accounted for 24% of 
all migration flows in 2005, i.e. seven percentage 
points lower compared with 2013; in contrast, the 
share of migration across rural areas accounted 
for 46% of total migration flows, representing a 
decrease of more than ten percentage points 
compared with 2013 (CSA, 2014). According to 
the WORLD BANK (Ethiopia Urbanization Review) 
(2015), migration contributed 30-37% of urban 
growth between 2007-2017 and will contribute 
38-48% up to the year 2037 (see Fig. 2). 

 

Fig. 2. Urban population increase by urbanization factor 
(national) (2012-2037)  (Source: World Bank Documents, 

Ethiopia Urbanization Review, 2015) 

 
Urban expansion. Upgrading of villages to urban 

centres and the expansion of urban areas into rural 
areas due to urban sprawl are other drivers of 
urbanization in Ethiopia. As demand for land has 
increased over time, urban centres have been 
physically expanding their boundaries into 
surrounding rural and peri-urban areas by including 
additional land where people had previously based 
their lives in agriculture (VANDERCASTEELEN ET AL., 
2018). Urban expansion has been practiced in a 
planned and unplanned manner. Most commercial 
and manufacturing expansions were guided by 
urban expansion planning, whereas many of the 
residential settlements were due to urban sprawl 
from inner cities and informal settlements with 
people living on the outskirts in a built or rented 
housing occupation (BULTI & ABEBE, 2020). 
Commercial activities, infrastructures, and services 
in expansion areas have attracted people who were 
originally agrarian to gradually transform their 
living styles to urban settings, and these have 
caused spatial expansion as well as urban increments 
to the overall population count (ERMIAS ET AL., 2019). 
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Natural growth. According to WORLD POPULATION 

PROSPECTS (2019), Ethiopia is currently one of the 
fastest growing countries in the world, with a growth 
rate of 3.02% per year. If Ethiopia follows its current 
rate of growth, its population will double in the next 
30 years, hitting 210 million by 2060. Most of the 
world's population growth in the next 40-50 years is 
expected to come from Africa, and Ethiopia will be a 
large part of the growth. Infant mortality rates in 
urban and rural areas of the country was 59 and 76 
deaths per 1,000 live births in 2016, respectively, 
however, these figures have exhibited a declining 
trend from 97 in the urban areas and 115 deaths in 
the rural areas per 1,000 live births in 2000 (CSA, 
2016). The decline is mainly attributable to 
improvements in the delivery of health services 
in the country. The availability of better health 
services in urban centres, therefore, plays a role in 
maintaining natural growth of the population 
through decreased child and infant mortality rates. 

 
2.3.  Urbanization versus peri-urban land tenure 

administration in Ethiopia  
 

Land in Ethiopia is owned by the government and 
is managed by either a rural or urban tenure system. 
Rural land is held through a limited real right 
protected through a land certification system; rural 
land cannot be bought or sold but is transferred to 
eligible heirs (as determined by regional land 
proclamations). Urban land operates on a leasehold 
system, which can be bought and sold (ALAMIREW 

ET AL., 2015). Land rights in the peri-urban areas are 
governed by the rural landholding system. However, 

they are under intense pressure to be changed to the 
urban leasehold system due to the growing demand 
for land for urban purposes. Extensive and continuous 
urban population growth requires large tracts of 
land from adjacent peri-urban areas for residential 
and other urban purposes (ADAM, 2014). Some of 
the basic land governance challenges in the peri-
urban areas include haphazard residential 
development with insufficient social services and 
infrastructure; land acquisition for speculative 
purposes; illegal and extra-legal land subdivisions, 
and transactions; unauthorized land use change and 
transactions without the knowledge of the land 
administration authorities. Besides, with increasing 
land values, multifaceted actors are interested in 
peri-urban land, which may intensify land use 
disputes between different institutions and actors 
(HOME, 2004). 

In the Ethiopian context, peri-urban land which 
has been used predominantly for agricultural purpose 
and held by local farmers is a potential target area 
for informal development (ADAM, 2020). From the 
point of plot acquisition and construction, there are 
three possible ways which may lead to the creation 
of new built-up interests and rights outside the formal 
regulatory framework. The three aspects of informal 
settlements typical to the peri-urban areas of 
Ethiopia that can lead to the formation of new rights 
are forceful occupation of vacant state land, illegal 
purchase from the rightful local landholders, and 
unauthorized subdivision and construction by the 
rightful local landholders themselves (see Fig. 3). 
 

 
Fig. 3. Built-up property formation process in the peri-urban areas of Ethiopia ( Source: Adam, 2020) 
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2.4.  The impact of urbanization on peri-urban 
farming communities in Ethiopia  

 
In a country like Ethiopia where agriculture 

employs the vast majority of the population, land is 
an important economic resource for the development 
of rural livelihoods. Agricultural land in peri-urban 
areas, however, when transformed in to built-up 
land through horizontal urban expansion has an 
effect on land use value (HOLDEN ET AL., 2010; 
AGEGNEHU ET AL., 2016; MUHABAW & GASHU, 2019). 
As stated by TUYEN (2013) and BEKELE (2010) 
urban expansion has many positive and negative 
effects on farmers in peri-urban areas. However, the 
negative impacts are more generally highlighted 
because this expansion is often uncontrolled, or 
uncoordinated, and therefore the negative impacts 
override the positive ones. Particularly in developing 
countries, land conversion and displacement is not 
considered critically by any activities that have 
taken place on it. Yet, it can have adverse effects 
on displaced households in terms of livelihood 
disruption, and social and cultural consequences 
(NIGUSIE, 2011; MULUWORK, 2014). 

As argued in many studies (AZADI ET AL., 2012; 
RUDI ET AL., 2012; DADI ET AL., 2016; WOLDEGERIMA ET 

AL., 2017), unsustainable agricultural land conversion 
in the urban fringes has had negative implications 
by reducing farmlands and crop yields which 
threaten the livelihoods of local people. For instance, 
a study done by DADI ET AL. (2016), on the major 
drivers of urban sprawl and their impacts on land-
use conversion in the peri-urban kebeles of Dukem 
town, central Ethiopia, showed the total cultivated 
land available to grow wheat had declined from 
230.82 km2 in 2005 to104.82 km2 (55%) in 2011, 
whereas teff flour crop production shrank from 
134.77 km2 to 93.67 km2 (30.4%) over the same 
period. The overall yield harvested for both crop 
types decreased drastically between the 2005 and 
2011 harvesting seasons. For example, the combined 
yield (teff and wheat) was reduced from 1280.3 
tons in 2005 to 867.7 tons in 2011. This clearly 
shows the rapid decline of croplands over time 
and the growing vulnerability of rural households 
for whom agriculture remains the only source of 
household income. 

According to the Federal Rural Land 
Administration and Land Use Proclamation No. 
456/2005 and the Federal Expropriation Regulation 
No. 135/2007, the land transaction compensation 
fee for rural areas has three major components 
that are integrated as part of the compensation 
package which include crop cost, displacement 
cost and permanent improvement cost. Farmers 
in peri-urban areas are inadequately compensated 

for their land (TURA, 2018; WUBNEH, 2018; ADAM, 
2011; VAN DIJK, 2009). In a study done by WUBNEH 
(2018) he supposes there is a farmer who has an 
acre of land (10,000 m2) and assumes that the 
individual gets 25 quintals of crops from a farm, 
at an average price of 1500 Birr per quintal (100 kg), 
and makes a total annual income of 37,500 Birr. 
The displacement cost is supposed to be 10 times 
the average annual income earned during the five 
years preceding the expropriation of the land, thus 
the farmer would receive a displacement cost of 
375,000 Birr. The farmer would also receive 
permanent improvement cost on land, which we 
estimate to be his total compensation would be 
600,000 Birr or an average compensation of 60 
Birr/m2. Researchers find that the displacement 
compensation does not represent a compensation 
for the loss of land use rights (AMBAYE, 2013; ABDO, 
2015) which is based on the calculation method 
which is neither scientific nor justifiable. Due to this 
low price of the compensation package, researchers 
(ABDO, 2015; ALEMU, 2015) also state that farmers 
prefer an informal land sale to informal settlers.  
 
2.5.  Empirical review on rate of urbanization and 

farmland encroachment in Ethiopia 
 

Available studies have indicated that because 
the rate of population growth is linked to the fast 
expansion of urban slum areas the land that is now 
needed for agriculture has shifted to residential 
development use. This has resulted in peri-urban 
dwellers being seriously threatened by rapid 
urbanization because of the problem of scarcity 
of land for agricultural purposes that will arise. 
Farmers are often left with little or no land to 
cultivate and this renders them vulnerable. 

A study undertaken by BELAY (2014), on the 
impact of urban expansion on agricultural land, 
used a remote sensing and GIS approach. The case 
of Gondar city, Ethiopia, showed that there is a loss 
of farmland and displacement of households who 
had been involved in farming. The study, which 
obtained the changes between 1966 and 1999 
and 1999 and 2004 from Landsat imageries found 
the rate of urban expansion over the agricultural 
land was 113.32 km2 within the 13 year interval and 
106.26 km2 within the 5 year intervals respectively. 
This shows that the rate of urban expansion is 
increasing rapidly. This has resulted in the reduction 
of agricultural land. Generally, one can say that 
the higher rate of urban expansion leads to a 
higher loss of agricultural land.  

A study was performed by FENTA ET. AL. (2017) on 
the dynamics of urban expansion and land use/land 
cover changes using remote sensing and spatial 
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metrics about the case of Mekelle City in northern 
Ethiopia. The results showed that in the periods 
1984–1994, 1994–2004, and 2004–2014, the built-
up area increased annually by 10%, 9%, and 8%, 
respectively; with an average annual increment 
of 19% (100 ha year−1), from 531 ha in 1984 to 
3524 ha in 2014. Between 1984 and 2014, about 
88% of the gain in built-up area was from the 
conversion of agricultural lands, which decreased 
by 39%. Extension of existing urban areas was the 
dominant growth type, which accounted for 54%, 
75%, and 81% of the total new development during 
the periods 1984–1994, 1994–2004 and 2004–
2014, respectively. 

A study done by AHLAM (2017) on urban 
expansion and its impact on the livelihood of 
peripheral farming communities with a case study of 
Kutaber town, Amhara region, Ethiopia showed 
that different land use/land cover classes have 
changed into built-up areas. Even though many 
changes have been observed between 1986 and 
2016, the highest negative rates of change were 
seen in grassland and farmland which decreased 
on average by 21.66 km2 (25.044 %) and 14.627 km2 

(16.912%) respectively (Table 1). Whereas the 
highest positive rate of change was seen in built-up 
areas which increased on average by 51.247km2 
(59.254%) in this time period. 

 
Table 1. Land use/land cover change in km2 and percent between 1986 and 2016 in Kutaber, Ethiopia (Source: Extracted 

from analysis of Landsat images of 1986 and 2016 by Ahlam,  2017) 

Class name 1986 2016 Change 1986-2016 

LULC Type Area km2 Area % Area km2 Area % Area km2 Area % 

Built-up areas  0.295  0.341  51.542  59.595  +51.247  +59.254  

Farmland  31.984  36.981  17.357  20.069  -14.627  -16.912  

Forest land  22.299  25.783  10.337  11.952  -11.962 -13.831  

Grass land 26.861 31.058 5.201 6.013 -21.660 -25.044 

Water 0.025 0.028 0.001 0.001 -0.024 -0.027 

Shrub land 4.882 5.644 1.776 2.053 -3.106 -3.591 

Bare land 0.140 0.161  0.203  0.234 -0.063 -0.072 

Total  86.486 100 86.486  100 86.486 100 

 

ENIYEW (2018) assessed the effects of urban 
expansion on the surrounding land use using GIS and 
Remote Sensing in Debre Tabor town. The study 
revealed a significant change in the urban boundary 
and in urban land-use cover between 1984 and 
2016. The urban boundary expansion rate between 
the years 1984 and 2000 was 69.06%, which was 
higher than the rate experienced thereafter to the 
year 2016 (18.86%). However, for the thirty-two 
year period, between 1984 and 2016, the overall 
boundary increment was almost eighty-one percent 
(81.4). The study also indicated that the area 
experienced a rapid increase in built-up areas 
(80.93 %), and agricultural land (23.81%). However, 
in the same period there was a sharp decrease in 
forest by 36.07%, and open land by 65.02%. Built-up 
area expansion had occurred by expanding the 
urban boundary at the expense of open land, 
agricultural land, and forests. 

 
3. Conclusion 
 

Agriculture is a major source of food for domestic 
consumption, of raw materials for the domestic 
manufacturing industries and primary commodities 
for export. Available studies have indicated that 

the rate of population growth is linked to the fast 
expansion of urban areas; and land that is now 
needed for agriculture has shifted to use for 
residential development. In Ethiopia, expansion of 
urban development into agricultural landscapes and 
other rural settings has prompted much public 
concern over land use since agriculture contributes 
significantly to poverty reduction in Ethiopia. As 
demand for land increased has over time, urban 
centers have been physically expanding their 
boundaries into surrounding rural and peri-urban 
areas by including land where people have 
previously based their lives in agriculture. There 
is a high demand for informal and illegal peri-urban 
land which has been held by peri-urban farmers 
with a large fraction of peri-urban agricultural 
productivity in Ethiopia. In most instances, there 
is little effective control over land-use conversions 
from agriculture to non-agricultural uses. There 
may be regulations that are meant to limit this, 
but these are often avoided by politicians and 
real estate agents, and this plays a vital role for 
unauthorized and sub-standard house construction 
on agricultural land. The result of this review 
have revealed that farmers are therefore, often 
left with little or no land to cultivate crops and this 
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renders them vulnerable and poses unprecedented 
challenges in terms of hunger and food insecurity 
because they are inadequately compensated for 
their land. This has left peri-urban farmers exposed 
to the negative effects of urbanization because of 
significant urbanization-related agricultural land 
loss which has had a positive correlation with a 
decrease in grain production. In addition, rural 
urban migrations and rapid population growth 
which have resulted from natural increases are 
the main drivers of this urban expansion.   

Compared to sub-Saharan Africa, Ethiopia has 
an admirable record of supporting agriculture 
with its continued state-led policies to boost 
agricultural production. However, an understanding 
of the complex issues involved in urban expansion 
are required along with an evidence-based analysis 
and a policy of recommendations, along with a 
continuous debate on the advantages and 
disadvantages of alternatives options. It is necessary 
to improve land management knowledge and 
skills of city planners in order to help to balance 
the increasing land demand with the loss of 
agricultural land along with proper compensation 
for forced eviction, encroachment, and conversion of 
farmlands into housing development and physical 
infrastructure. Therefore, the government and 
other concerned bodies should be vigilant and 
make the necessary improvements in spatial and 
urban planning. 
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