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Module 3: Guidance on implementing management options
3. 1. Processes for establishing exclosures

According to Mekuria et al. (2020), establishing an exclosure requires undertaking several activities. These include: 

 • Putting the idea of establishing exclosure onto the government’s agenda, namely by including it in the annual plan 
of the relevant national (e.g. Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Water, Energy and Electricity, Basin Development 
Authority), regional (agricultural and natural resources bureaus, river basin development offices) and district 
agricultural office. Local communities, a CWT, district agricultural offices or NGOs can bring forward this initiative, 
while the implementation can mainly be achieved through continuous discussion between stakeholders.  

 • Identifying priority areas for establishing exclosures through a joint initiative that involves local communities, a 
CWT, government agencies, and NGOs. 

 • Raising awareness of local communities on the importance of exclosures, using religious leaders and other local 
institutions and leaderships. 

 • Conducting community consultations to garner local communities’ support for exclosure establishment, typically 
led by the district agricultural office and the CWT. 

 • Getting a signed letter from beneficiaries that testifies that the community is in favor of exclosure establishment. 

 • Demarcating areas to be protected. 

 • Establishing the exclosure 

 • Assigning the responsibilities of the day-to-day management and use of exclosures to the CWT. 

 • Establishing a management plan that includes a combination of the options discussed in this training manual and 
that details the management, use and protection of exclosures as well as benefit-sharing mechanisms. 

3. 2. Awareness raising

Some of the concerns that local communities express about exclosures arise from a lack of understanding of the 
negative consequences of land degradation and exclosures’ positive effects in reducing land degradation and associated 
sedimentation and siltation of rivers and lakes. It is not widely understood that exclosures have the potential to restore 
degraded ecosystems and make degraded land productive. Therefore, raising local communities’ awareness of the 
benefits of exclosures is a critical part of implementing exclosure management options.

The BoA can take the lead in carrying out awareness-raising activities, but national and international research institutes 
and NGOs working on sustainable land management issues could also contribute. Such activities should be designed 
to better inform and educate the community, to get feedback from local communities as well as to address commonly 
expressed concerns related to the management of exclosures. 

Awareness-raising activities could include study tours and exchanges with other communities and farmers that have 
successfully implemented this approach as well as films and other interactive types of action research. This activity could 
also include synthesizing and repacking science-based information on exclosures, such as in brochures and briefs (in 
local languages; Fig. 20); in annual newsletters to district agricultural offices, extension service centers, NGOs and local 
administrative bodies; and via local media, such as radio. Offering local community members educational programs 
through district agricultural offices could also increase awareness. Such educational programs could include information 
on processes of exclosures establishment, importance of local community participation and use, management and 
protection of exclosures as well as benefits of exclosures and benefit-sharing mechanisms.
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Figure 20: Technical brief in English and local language (Mekuria et al. 2014). 

3. 3. Governance systems

In Ethiopia, land is owned by the government, and the people have only user rights. Now, exclosures in Ethiopia are 
governed in different ways: ‘communal’, ‘governmental’ and ‘governmental-communal’ governance systems (Lemenih 
and Habte 2014). The key difference between these governance systems is that different entities are responsible for 
leading the day-to-day activities of managing exclosures. Communal management assigns full responsibility to the local 
communities, and the management, use and protection of exclosures is carried out by the CWT. Other exclosures are 
governed by government bodies (e.g. district agricultural offices), which manage and protect the exclosure. Finally, a 
‘governmental-communal’ mode of governance involves both government bodies and local communities, and the two 
parties share the responsibility of governing the exclosure. 

Governing exclosures on an individual basis is also a possibility, but it carries several risks: it can lead to fragmentation 
of exclosures, poor control of free grazing, lack of labor to manage exclosures and exclusion of marginalized groups. 
Governing exclosures on an individual basis could result in the informal conversion of common property into private 
property, where those with influence can appropriate the land, while marginalized groups are excluded. Once the land 
in an exclosure has been divided into individually governed plots, it will be difficult to achieve the intended goal of 
exclosures (i.e. to restore degraded lands). Individual management also needs more labor input compared to communal 
management, in that each household would have to be responsible for protecting their plots. Finally, as exclosures are 
established on areas used for free grazing, it would be difficult to control free grazing if communal arrangements for 
management are not in place.

Therefore, governing exclosures on a communal basis, in collaboration with government actors, is recommended. 
Organizing small groups, no bigger than the equivalent of the number of households in village, works best. To establish a 
sound, communally based governance system, each community should assess the advantages and disadvantages of the 
different management options and choose the mix that is most appropriate.

Finally, it is important that the management and user rights of exclosures be clearly defined and that formal agreements 
are made between government agencies and communities regarding their respective rights and responsibilities. The 
communities themselves should also establish clear bylaws for managing, using, and protecting exclosures.
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3. 4. Community participation
To date, most exclosures in Ethiopia have formally been initiated either by the state or by communities, but their 
establishment has been driven mainly by aid agencies and NGOs (Lemenih and Habte 2014). Further, the establishment 
of exclosures has been focused on physical aspects and on the protection of natural resources. The sites for exclosure 
establishment have generally been selected by government agencies, and the process has been dominated by 
development agents of the district agricultural offices and by Kebele administrators.

The management of exclosures also remains largely top down. In most cases, the participation of local communities is 
limited to consultation, including on ideas for the establishment of exclosures and target setting. Such poor participation 
of local communities in the establishment and management of exclosures affects the outcomes and sustainability 
of exclosures. To sustain exclosures, communities should experience the benefits of exclosures and feel ownership 
over their management. Therefore, local communities should participate in goal setting, planning, site selection, 
implementation, protection and definition of benefit-sharing mechanisms. Furthermore, the participation of local 
communities should not be limited to participating members of the exclosure, the CWT and/ or local administration 
bodies; rather, all members of the community should be involved in each phase of exclosure establishment.

3. 5. Protection of exclosures

Currently, most exclosures are protected by hired guards, and the government is responsible for paying the guards. 
However, in some cases, the government has stopped paying the guards, assuming that the communities would pay, 
which means that the guards are not paid regularly, and illegal harvesting of grass has increased. 

To amend this situation, it is recommended to give local communities greater responsibility for the design of strategies 
and norms for the protection of exclosures. One promising option is to implement a ‘turn system’, where each household 
in the community is responsible for taking a turn guarding. Initiating such a system hinges on a process of dialogue with 
the communities, exploring their interest in and wishes for such a system. 

Empowering local communities to protect exclosures will build a sense of ownership and ensure that protection of 
exclosures can be sustained.

3. 6.  Risks and mitigation

Implementing the management options included in this training manual comes with certain risks, including inadequate 
technical support from regional and district level experts due to over commitment; lack of professionals working in 
natural resources management and/or lack of access to such expertise; risk of conflicts over resource use; and lack of 
financial support from NGOs. These risks can be mitigated by mainstreaming management options into government plans 
and providing training to practitioners.

3. 7. Gender issues

To ensure that all members of a community benefit, it is important to ensure that all groups participate in the exclosure 
establishment and management processes, including women, youth and other marginalized groups. The following 
measures can help ensure diverse participation: 

 • Providing gender awareness training in the conceptualization and planning stage. 

 • Developing a mechanism that ensures equal opportunity for the different groups in local communities to participate 
in and benefit from the management options. 

 • Designing modes of ownership and management that take into consideration the situation of the different groups. 

 • Clearly stating how vulnerable households, which may not able to participate fully in all activities, can be supported 
by local communities and be involved in benefit sharing.  

 • Ensuring that establishment of exclosures does not lead to an increase in tasks or workload for women and 
children. 
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Conclusion 

Restoring degraded ecosystems through the establishment of exclosures is an increasingly common practice in the 
Ethiopian Highlands, and regional states are also following this practice. The areas covered by exclosures reached about 
4.5 Mha by the end of 2016, with expected annual increases of 2% per year, possibly reaching a total of around 5-7 Mha 
in the early 2030s. The expansion of exclosures is due to their many benefits outlined in this document. The multiple 
benefits of exclosures can provide opportunities for livelihood diversification, and thus enhancement, decrease soil 
erosion and seed loss in farmlands located downslope of exclosures, thereby helping boost agricultural productivity 
over the medium to long term. Overall, due to the cumulative benefits of exclosures in an agroecological setting, they 
can contribute to both environmental and community resilience by strengthening agricultural production at Basin and 
landscape scale. However, exclosures can also hamper poor households and communities from continuing their existing 
activities, including livestock grazing, and the loss of short-term economic benefits hence puts the success of exclosures 
at risk. Balancing immediate short-term economic losses with longer-term economic and environmental gains is a 
challenge to sustainably manage exclosures. This training manual discussed several management options that can be 
practiced within exclosures and generate short-term economic benefits and support local communities adopt exclosures. 
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