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ABSTRACT
Owing to growing uncontrolled land-use change and urban expansion, 
farmers in urban fringes are struggling to sustain their livelihood. Farmers 
have been expressing their dissatisfaction at different times. This study 
analyzes the stakeholders’ perspectives on the causes and outcomes of 
farmers’ resistance to land-use change and urban expansion processes by 
zooming in on Bahir Dar, Ethiopia. The paper is based on focus group 
discussions with farmers in the neighboring villages, local agricultural 
extension experts, and, subsequently, key informant interviews of local 
government officials. Juxtaposing farmers’ and local experts’ positions 
reveals that inadequate compensations during land expropriation, lack 
of good governance in the urban expansion process, and inaccessibility of 
infrastructures are primary reasons for the farmers’ struggle against urban 
expansion in the urban fringes. This study provides insights into the 
consequences of unplanned urban development challenges and may 
inform research and policymaking on sustainable urban development in 
the area and beyond.
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1. Introduction

Unplanned land-use conversions, often occurring in the urban fringes of fast-expanding cities of low- 
income countries, affect the share of other land-use types, such as farmland (Fitawok et al., 2020,  
2022; S. Wang et al., 2021). However, farmers in low-income countries mostly, if not entirely, rely on 
farming activities and rarely have access to alternative sources of income, resulting in the house-
holds’ reliance on their farmland. As a result, continuous farmland conversions into the built 
environment often create livelihood shifts and instabilities for farmers, leading to farmers’ resistance 
to farmland conversions and urban expansion (Fitawok et al., 2022; Y. Wang et al., 2019). Farmers’ 
resistance refers to the farmers’ opposition and appeal, which can range from small-scale uprisings to 
mass demonstrations against the farmland conversion programs that have been affecting liveli-
hoods. In fact, the livelihood impact of such land-use conversions differs across countries and cities. 
For example, a recent study found that in China, which arguably has similar land tenure system with 
Ethiopia the overall gains exceed losses in government-led expropriation (S. Wang et al., 2021): 
agricultural production deterioration is countered by land acquisition, stimulating wider farmland in 
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nearby rural areas and paving the way for mechanization and efficiency improvements. At the same 
time, Ethiopian research on the livelihood of farmers who faced land-use conversions and livelihood 
shocks suggested that land-expropriated farmers became food insecure and jobless (Dires et al.,  
2021; Wayessa, 2020).

One recurring theme in this literature is that governmental actors play a central role in 
urban land-use changes in many rapidly expanding cities. However, government regulations 
and performance in controlling the impacts of land-use changes on livelihood and the envir-
onment in the urban fringes are varying across countries. In its quota system, which requires 
land compensation for confiscated farmland, China, has made efforts to protect prime farmland 
conversion and crop production loss (Li et al., 2015; Zhong et al., 2018). Yet, in most countries 
and cities, farmers are not informed or asked to consent to the urban land change plan and 
process, causing unexpected loss of their key asset: land (Chen et al., 2018; Mabe et al., 2019). 
Taking Ethiopia as an example, land-use change is becoming a source of conflict in many 
African countries due to a lack of a transparent land information system and the absence of 
active participation of farmers in land-use management (Ariti et al., 2018; Baye et al., 2020; 
Kleemann et al., 2017). This goes hand in hand with the minimal role of farmers and other 
urban actors, such as local experts, in the formal land-use change process, causing ever- 
growing informal land use transfers (Jianhua et al., 2017; McMichael, 2016).

Farmers have put up resistance to the government for a number of reasons, including a lack of 
market opportunity, political representation, input affordability, and accessibility because it is 
believed that the government at various levels has a crucial responsibility (Admasu et al., 2019; 
Hui et al., 2013; S. Wang et al., 2021). For example, in Ethiopia, Dersseh et al. (2016) found that farmers 
complained about having difficulty obtaining farm inputs such as inorganic fertilizer due to the 
shortage and high prices. Perhaps most crucially, there are economic reasons underlying the 
resistance to urban expansion, broadly related to land compensation and the valuation techniques 
used to calculate it (Liping et al., 2017). This is because compensation is tied to farmers’ livelihood, 
including acquiring food and getting a job in the cities after expropriation. Previous studies have also 
found social exclusion in cities might drive farmers to refuse to give away their land for other 
purposes, such as settlement expansion (Hui et al., 2013). Additionally, in countries like Ethiopia, 
where agriculture is land-intensive and cities are expanding to urban peripheries in an unplanned 
manner, excluding farmers from land-use decision-making worsens farmers’ resistance in the present 
and future urban development process. In reality, the government dominates the formal land 
transfer and expansion, while land brokers, both legal and illegal agents, set out informal ways of 
dealing with this. Farmers often feel unsatisfied by their negligible, either formal or informal, role in 
the urban expansion process. As a result, increased farmers’ resistance is related to land-use 
conversions and, most likely, livelihood shifts, including a decline in farm income and a rise in 
expenditure for food items (Abo-El-Wafa et al., 2018; Alem, 2021; Fitawok et al., 2022; Wayessa, 2019).

Many previous studies have focused on measuring land-use conversions (Fitawok et al., 2020; 
Petrov & Sugumaran, 2005), assessing land valuation techniques (Admasu et al., 2019), or identifying 
the roles of various stakeholders in the urban land-use change process (Nuhu, 2019). To the best of 
our knowledge, only a few studies have focused on farmers’ perspectives on land use planning 
processes (Kalabamu, 2019; Pue et al., 2021; Šūmane et al., 2018), but without explicit consideration 
of exactly why they resist urban expansion. Against this backdrop, by incorporating the perspectives 
of farmers, experts, and local officials, this study explores the causes and outcomes of farmers’ 
resistance to urban expansion by zooming in on the case of Bahir Dar, one of the most rapidly 
growing cities in Ethiopia. Thus it complements the work of others (Fitawok et al., 2022; Kusiluka 
et al., 2011; Qian, 2019) who found notable differences in farmers’ livelihood in relation to local 
urbanization. Our research findings and the ensuing policy implications are essential for arriving at 
a better understanding of challenges in governing the urban development of rapidly growing cities 
like Bahir Dar. In our research, we sought answers to the following set of questions:
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(1) What are the primary causes of farmers’ resistance to land-use change?
(2) What are the local agricultural extension experts’ perspectives on the farmers’ resistance?
(3) What is the government’s response to the resistance?

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. The second section specifies the research scope, 
data, and methodology. In the third section, we present the main findings identified from the group 
discussions and the key informant interviews. The fourth section discusses the policy implication of 
our research findings. Finally, in the fifth section, we summarize our findings and discuss possible 
avenues for further research.

2. Materials and methods

Study area description

The agricultural sector in Ethiopia constitutes more than 90% of the total export earnings in the 
economy – coffee, cut flowers, oil seeds, and minerals such as Gold are the main export items (Debela 
et al., 2020). In the past two decades, the country has experienced rapid economic growth by 
implementing consecutive sectoral transformation programs, such as agricultural development 
leading to industrialization (ADLI) and growth transformation plans (GTP) (Tenaw, 2021). ADLI 
began in 1993 to realize the country’s industrialization process by enhancing agricultural productiv-
ity and encouraging the industrial sector through giving incentives such as providing free invest-
ment land for manufacturers and investors in the prioritized agro-processing economic sector 
(Debela et al., 2020). Following ADLI, the government implemented the GTP in two phases (I in 
2010–2015 and II in 2015–2020) to achieve sectoral transformations in the economy (GTPII, 2015; 
Wayessa, 2020). In these policies, whether directly or indirectly, the government has supported 
urban development, including by establishing industrial zones that created more employment 
opportunities in major cities, including Bahir Dar.

Bahir Dar is one of the largest and most rapidly growing cities in Ethiopia. Located in the 
northwestern part of Ethiopia, based on the central statistics agency (CSA) projection, the city was 
home to 180’000 inhabitants in the 2007 census and currently for more than 400’000 people, 
implying a rapid population growth. The city is the administrative center for the Amhara national 
regional state (ANRS) and is one of the country’s major historical and economic hubs. For example, 
Lake Tana, the Blue Nile River, the Blue Nile Falls, the Tana monasteries, and Bezawit Hill are among 
the city’s historical, religious, tourist attractions and scenic beauty spots. This, in turn, attracts 
investors and individuals from various parts of the country to participate in the city’s development 
(Admasu et al., 2019). As a result, the city’s spatial coverage has been expanding, primarily in the 
form of residential settlements and industries such as the government-funded industry zone in the 
southwest and northeast. Except for the WerebKol Kebele1 (local village) in the east, the city’s other 
three neighboring Kebeles: Zenzelima in the northeast, Weramit in the west, and Addis Alem in the 
south, have faced massive land-use changes, mainly from farmland to the built environment 
(Fitawok et al., 2020) (Figure 1). Although there has been deforestation for cultivation in the 
WerebKol, the area has been less hard-hit than other Kebeles due to the steep slopes.

Following the city’s unprecedented growth and the associated land-use changes, farmers in the 
neighboring villages of Bahir Dar have experienced substantial livelihood changes. Previous studies 
have identified the multifaceted social, economic, and political challenges that farmers face due to 
land expropriation programs and unanticipated urban expansion (Adam, 2014; Kindu et al., 2020). 
Given the dominance of smallholder farming in the area, implying the use of small and fragmented 
plots of land to produce farm products, land-use change considerably influences the farmers’ 
livelihood. As a result, farmers respond in a variety of ways to land-use change programs, sometimes 
including disputes with the government (Alem, 2021; Nikuze et al., 2020). Often farmers’ resistance 
ranges from denial and appeals at an individual level to mass demonstrations against the program.
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Land expropriation and compensation

Land expropriation refers to land use and ownership transfer from one economic actor to another. In 
Ethiopia, the national land expropriation proclamation states that landholders, whether individuals, 
private organizations, or government units, should be compensated in cash, kind, or combination at 
the moment of expropriation (FDRE Proclamation, 2005). Expropriation could arise when the city 
administration or the applicable government authority decides to use the land for other develop-
ment and public purposes and pays the landholders compensation in advance. The proclamation 
further states that the city administration will form a committee to determine the amount of 
compensation. According to the proclamation, the government authority has to clearly notify the 
landowner in a written letter indicating when the land has to be vacated and the amount of 
compensation to be paid at least three months before the expropriation. The amount of compensa-
tion for permanent land expropriation should be equivalent to ten times the average annual income 
the landholder secured during the five years preceding the expropriation of the land. The landowner 
may appeal to a land value committee and then to the ordinary court system if there is 
a disagreement over the amount of compensation (Holden & Bezu, 2016; World Bank, 2015).

Data collection and analysis

We opted for a qualitative research design as this allows a better grasping of various participants’ 
perceptions on land expropriation programs from diverse viewpoints. Thus, focus group discussions 
and key informant interviews were used to incorporate a broad range of societal perspectives. Focus 
group discussion is a technique involving semi-structured group interviews or discussions of 
participants who share some characteristics (Carson et al., 2011; Friedman et al., 2014; Rabiee,  
2004). A purposive selection approach was applied to finding each participant using predefined 

Figure 1. Bahir Dar city and the study area. Source: Environmental systems research institute (ESRI) 2020 Land Cover, Inc.
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criteria (Gwan & Ndzifon Kimengsi, 2020; Rabiee, 2004). In applying the group discussion and 
interviews, choosing a convenient time and place for the participants to conduct the discussion is 
key (Che et al., 2020; Vanhonacker et al., 2010).

Drawing on Carson et al. (2011), in each of the three group discussions, we gathered eight to 
fifteen volunteer land-expropriated farmers from Zenzelima, Weramit, and Addis Alem Kebeles (see 
Figure 1). As a result, we used agricultural development agents (DAs), subject matter experts in the 
area, to help us purposefully select 32 land-expropriated farmers who had lost their land due to the 
expropriation programs (Gwan & Ndzifon Kimengsi, 2020). Most of these farmers lost their land in the 
expropriation programs over the past twenty years, particularly in 2006 and 2011, for residential and 
investment purposes. Farmers selected in this study owned an average of 2.32 hectares of farmland, 
which was mostly used to grow crops like maize, teff, and chat. Indeed, before data collection, based 
on previous studies showing land-use conflict in the urbanization process, we identified recurring 
sub-topics and used this as input for the group discussions and interview questions (Harper & 
Makatouni, 2002; Rabiee, 2004; Xuecao et al., 2021). These recurring sub-topics are the compensation 
system, land valuation techniques, basic infrastructure accessibility, and good governance. Group 
discussions were conducted in January 2021 and consisted of open-ended and a few probe ques-
tions. These questions emphasize gathering farmers’ perspectives on the ongoing urban land-use 
change, response to urban land-use change (ULUC), compensation scale and packages, government 
responses, participants in the resistance, and future expectations. After the farmers’ discussion, 
a separate group discussion was held with agricultural development agents from the three kebeles 
and the city administration-one from each kebele and three from the city administration. In this 
discussion, we grasp their insights on land-related concerns mentioned in farmer focus groups. In 
addition to farmers’ concerns, local experts were also asked about their opinions on the justifiability 
of these concerns, that is, whether they agreed or not with farmers’ claims. Following participants’ 
consent, we tape-recorded the session, which was later transcribed and coded. In addition, we also 
took notes to support the development of categories and themes in which the opinions of various 
participants on that specific topic are presented (Carson et al., 2011; Gwan & Ndzifon Kimengsi, 2020; 
Rabiee, 2004). On average, group discussions took nearly one hour.

We conducted interviews in February 2021 to grasp the perspective of appointed local govern-
ment officials who work in the land-related divisions of the city administration and local villages 
about the main concerns raised in farmers’ group discussions. First, we contacted them by telephone 
to get their permission and interview. After successive calls and reminders, we successfully inter-
viewed four volunteer government officials at the city level. Key informants were selected using 
a snowball approach (Gwan & Ndzifon Kimengsi, 2020). In the interviews, in addition to group 
discussion questions, we added probes, including what has been done and what needs to be done to 
ensure accommodative urban development in neighboring areas. The interviews lasted an average 
of 45 minutes and were conducted in Amharic, as were the focus groups, before being transcribed 
and coded. We then used the NVivo 12 package to summarize the data. Accordingly, at the outset, 
related ideas were categorized into a theme represented as ‘node’ in NVivo. Then, the pattern of 
ideas and themes is represented by the tree of nodes based on the earlier literature (Che et al., 2020; 
Harper & Makatouni, 2002). This node tree was created to summarize actors’ perspectives on the 
causes of farmers’ resistance to the land-use change process. In analyzing the data, we anonymized 
names and presented the perspectives of farmers, local experts, and government officials by quoting 
from their responses (Carson et al., 2011; Rabiee, 2004).

3. Results

In response to whether urban development benefits neighboring villages or not, all respondents 
appear to agree on the potential of both benefits, mainly emphasizing the improved accessibility of 
services such as health facilities and drawbacks, listing the growing unemployment. Over the past 
few years, farmers in neighboring villages of Bahir Dar have resisted the implementation of several 
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land expropriation programs and appealing for their reform. In the next subsections, we present 
recurring responses on the causes, participants in the resistance, and outcomes of farmers’ resistance 
from the perspectives of farmers, experts, and government officials.

3.1. Causes of farmers’ resistance

In response to the probe question asking the underpinning causes of farmers’ resistance, many 
discussants in the group gave a variety range of responses by mentioning individual cases in their 
area. During the group discussions, three primary reasons were identified as recurring answers: 
a flawed compensation system, a lack of good land governance, such as corruption in land-related 
issues, and inaccessible infrastructures.

3.1.1. Land compensation
The majority of farmers said they felt subjugated by the local government officials and land 
developers because of the lower compensation during the expropriation program. For example, 
farmers in Addis Alem repeatedly expressed their dissatisfaction due to inadequate monetary 
compensation and the absence of replacement land as compensation. Also, farmers in Weramit 
have mentioned similar challenges during the airport expansion in their area. Even in recent years, 
real estate and other investment expansions in Weramit have resulted in increased farmers’ dis-
satisfaction, given the problems with the compensation system.

“I am only left with my homestead because all my farmland has vanished. Sadly, the land compensation could not 
even be for a bonus, let alone restoring our livelihoods and going about our daily lives.” (a farmer)

“It has now been more than ten years for me in a continued resistance but without appropriate compensation.” (a 
farmer)

Local experts agree on many of the concerns of farmers’ resistance, adding that farmers were not 
consulted about the land requisition plan and were forced to accept compensation for their land. 
Bringing these concerns together, we found two main reasons that lead farmers to resist. First, 
farmers believe that they have not received adequate money for their confiscated land. Second, they 
are unhappy because the compensation scheme lacks other critical components, such as replace-
ment land and the incorporation of their children.

Inadequate monetary compensation. The majority of discussants in the experts’ discussion share 
the farmers’ perceptions of the arbitrary land valuation process and the failure of the compensation 
calculation, adding that local government officials inconsistently determine or heavily influence 
compensation estimation. Experts also mentioned compensation money to the farmers is insufficient 
to the point where the farmers who received the money could not cover their routine expenditures 
for a year. One farmer told us about his experience with land valuation:

“Land valuation was led by the will of the officer who arbitrarily decided the amount of compensation to my 
farmland by saying 15’000 birr2 is enough while I recently received 45’000 birr after he was arrested due to 
corruption, and I appealed.” (a farmer)

“The existing ten-year compensation scale, which multiplies the average price of an agricultural product produced in 
the area by ten times the harvesting year, is outdated and rigid because it does not incorporate the land features and 
price changes in commodities.” (local expert)

On the other hand, despite their different reasoning, local authorities agree that there is a gap 
between farmers’ expectations and the actual level of compensation. They also believe that the 
current land compensation scale must be modified. However, as the quote below shows, key 
informants (KI) stated that this problem results from the national land valuation proclamation. 
Regarding the 10-year scale of land valuation, one key informant mentioned that the federal 
government is modifying it to a 15-years compensation scale.
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“Land proclamations, including the expropriation, are made by the federal council of ministers, even if regional 
administrations have the right to establish administrative procedures. We do not have the authority to change the 
compensation at the city level.” (KI3)

“I am sad that the inflation burden on farmers is not adequately assessed and resolved, but I have to obey the land 
expropriation proclamation and serve the government.” (KI1)

Inflexible compensation scheme. Farmers stated that the current compensation scheme, which 
only offers replacement land to landowners whose homesteads are taken away, is a cause to oppose 
the land-use change. In their discussions, both farmers and experts mentioned two principal 
compensation scheme-related concerns. As has been raised in all focused group discussions, the 
first is the farmers’ growing need for replacement land rather than compensation money. For 
example, farmers in Weramit have stated that receiving a specific amount of compensation money 
is worthless compared to getting compensation land as the land prices are rising. This seems 
convincing to experts and key informants:

“As compensation money is insufficient for various reasons, I believe there should be alternatives so farmers can 
choose between a land replacement, job opportunity, and monetary compensation.” (KI2)

The second concern raised by farmers is the failure of a compensation scheme to consider farmers’ 
children during expropriation. In response to this, local government officials stated that policymakers 
and higher-level authorities play a pivotal role in adjusting land compensation regulations. Thus, it is 
a common view amongst participants that the compensation scheme has to embrace various issues, 
including incorporating a broader range of items with higher market prices, in-kind compensation 
rather than a purely monetary-dominated format, and inclusion of children.

3.1.2. Lack of good land governance
Concerning the causes of farmers’ resistance, we also identified a lack of transparency, account-
ability, and inconsistency problems in the land valuation process, manifesting a lack of good land 
governance. The farmers and local experts in the area affirmed these problems are common at the 
lowest hierarchical levels of local village and city administration. A discussant in Weramit expressed 
his concern about land transfer in their area.

“An investor obtained multiple plots in various sections of the city without any actual development, but the land 
remained vacant for years.” (a farmer)

Most of the discussants stated their disappointment with the corruption in receiving the land 
registration certificate, which is supposed to be free of charge to all landowners. In all discussion 
sessions, farmers and experts mentioned several individual corruption cases, such as getting priority 
for land registration certificates and grabbing large parcels of land while others are vying for a few. 
Experts stressed the malfunctioning of land-related department officials and surveyors in land 
registration certificates, land transfers to investors, land valuation, and compensation calculations.

“I can see that the land valuation process in the city is also very subjective and open to bias by the officials, which are 
supposed to be determined by committees.” (local expert)

Additionally, farmers and experts agreed on the prevalence of delays in the land valuation and 
resolving land-related issues, causing many years-long backlogs of complaints. The responses 
during key informant interviews also supported this idea and forced them to lose trust in the 
administration.

“There may be cases and individuals everywhere who are not lawfully performing their duties.” (KI4)

“Although there are political reasons, our division and the city administration are accountable for not resolving the 
backlog of farmers’ cases.” (KI2)
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3.1.3. Inaccessible infrastructures
Farmers mentioned that government officials at various ranks recognized these needs for a long 
time, and even some promised to provide them, albeit with weak implementation. Given this, 
discussants are bitterly disappointed, for example, with access to drinking water in Weramit and 
Zenzelima, and road and electricity in Addis Alem. The majority of farmers said that although they 
have paid the required money to access such utilities, government officials who frequently change 
administration positions are not supporting them. This lack of basic infrastructure has exacerbated 
farmers’ resistance to urban expansion and land expropriation programs. According to experts’ 
reflections in the discussion, farmers’ sparse settlement and the city administration’s lack of commit-
ment and budget led to infrastructure inaccessibility. Local government officials appear to have fully 
agreed on the dire infrastructure accessibility. Figure 2 shows the main categories of the causes of 
farmer resistance and government official responses.

3.2. Participants in farmers’ resistance and outcomes

In terms of who has been involved in the resistance, we found that farmers are the dominant, if not 
the only, actor. Sadly, farmers have little say in how land use decisions are formally made. As a result, 
government reactions to farmer-led complaints and subsequent settlement of their issues frequently 
fall short. As a result, despite a few individual success stories raised in their discussion, the vast 
majority of complaints have been ineffective in offering solutions to the farmers. Most of the 
discussants realized that their individual and collective claims have failed to engage various city 
stakeholders to find long-term solutions to their land-use concerns. Farmers in Zenzelima, for 

Figure 2. Perspectives on farmers’ resistance.
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example, have recently hired an attorney for their lawsuit, despite it also becoming futile and 
inoperable due to malpractices in the legal system, such as accepting bribes to lose a case in the 
court system. Consequently, some farmers have openly stated that they have given up on the judicial 
system to resolve their claims and have chosen self-defendant, which includes refusing to cede land. 
This also pertains to their opinion that the government is profiting from the leasing system following 
the takeover, which often far outweighs their compensation.

Discussions of experts showed that they became despondent in assisting farmers during their 
conflict with government authorities due to the government’s lack of dedication and responsibility. 
They explained farmers’ attempts to maximize their land compensation through various methods, 
including deliberately building houses for their children and relatives and cultivating perennial crops 
before the expropriation program in their area. Local experts supported the claim of farmers in Addis 
Alem by raising the case of the government’s hesitance to listen to their voices about the need for 
a rehabilitation program. They also figured out that government officials at the lower levels often 
make elusive promises to persuade farmers for their short-term political gains.

We learned from the government officials’ interviews that they were well aware of these issues. As 
in the case of many societal problems, they scapegoated farmers’ questions on other former 
employees rather than committing to their best level. Key informants of government officials also 
believe that sharing experiences from other cities is necessary to solve problems and ensure 
sustainable urban development.

3.3. Future urban land-use changes

One recurring idea among many discussants regarding future urban expansion in the area was that 
the urbanization process would be unlikely to be easy and welcomed by the farmers unless actors, 
mainly the government, took immediate corrective measures. Farmers have mentioned in their 
conversations that they expect land compensation improvements, including replacement land and 
their children in the compensation system. At the same time, according to experts, farmers exert 
efforts to convert their cereal crop production into high-value permanent cash crops (i.e. crops that 
can be harvested multiple times (years) without replantation), such as mango, chat, and coffee, 
expecting better compensation levels. Farmers are also increasingly refusing to participate in various 
projects, regardless of their type or purpose. In light of this, experts believe that achieving farmers’ 
growing and high expectations from the government is unlikely to be fulfilled in the short run. In 
support of the experts’ reflection, the local authorities urged that the land compensation scheme 
needs to be readjusted, and they expect adjustment from the national policymakers and politicians.

4. Discussion and policy implications

Despite the fact that many rapidly growing cities experience land-use conflict during urban expan-
sion, little is known in the literature about the causes of farmers’ resistance from various perspectives, 
i.e. farmers, experts, and government officials (Adam, 2014; Alem, 2021; Gwan & Ndzifon Kimengsi,  
2020). The results show that inadequate compensation is one of the main reasons for farmers’ 
resistance to land use change. Indeed, numerous earlier studies have found that landowners, 
particularly farmers, were dissatisfied with inadequate compensation during land-use changes 
(Dires et al., 2021; Huang et al., 2017). According to Huang et al. (2017), land lost farmers received 
lower compensation levels in China, making them vulnerable to livelihood instability. In aligning 
with previous studies, primarily farmers and experts agreed that monetary compensation has been 
inadequate given price hikes in other products, including consumer items (Hui et al., 2013; Nguyen 
et al., 2019). Key informants also affirmed the inadequate monetary compensation despite claiming it 
was not their legal power to adjust it. On the other hand, most of the discussants mentioned that the 
compensation scheme should also be adjusted to include land replacement and farmers’ children in 
the system. Because of this, farmers’ participation in land-related decision-making is of the utmost 
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importance to understand their concerns and resolve the potential upcoming land use conflict 
(Sreeja et al., 2017; Wubie et al., 2021). Cao and Zhang (2018) found that besides the level of 
compensation, participation in the land acquisition process is critical to the farmers’ level of 
satisfaction. Meanwhile, Dires et al. (2021) found that most farmers in Ethiopia have been victims 
of the compensation system during land acquisition since they were not participating in the 
decision-making of land valuation.

Therefore, policymakers at the national and regional levels should practice a bottom-up approach 
in land use planning and urban land governance to contextualize the compensation valuation and 
update the existing realities in the research area. This can be done by empowering the lower-level 
government offices and enabling farmers to participate actively in the decision-making process of 
urban land-use change.

Another important finding was that the lack of good land governance in urban expansion and 
land-use change management had aggravated farmers’ resistance. This result supports the findings 
of Wubie et al. (2021), which indicated that land-related offices at various levels have also experi-
enced a dearth of land-related database management, resulting in corruption and malfunctioning in 
the sector. Previous studies, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, have found that farmers have become 
dissatisfied and lost trust in the government system as a result of widespread corruption in land- 
related issues (Ariti et al., 2018; Nuhu, 2019; Wubneh, 2018). Given that corruption was exhibited in 
various forms in the study area, local government officials admitted that the government must build 
a transparent and responsive land governance structure, especially in the city administration. One of 
the solutions could be reestablishing an influential ombudsman office dedicated to facilitating and 
resolving land-related legal issues from the farmers. Indeed, making the land valuation process in 
a committee-led approach, which could embrace the active role of the local community and experts 
rather than an official-led one, will be critical to improving transparency and consistency. In relation 
to this, informal institutions such as Idir and Iqub played a key role in expanding the built environ-
ment and land use conflict management (Adam, 2014). Idir is an informal organization that primarily 
serves social functions for its members, such as weddings and funerals. Iqub, on the other hand, 
principally serves to assist its members financially.

In addition, this study uncovered the growing pressure of unmet infrastructure needs in the study 
area, another catalytic cause of farmers’ resistance. This corroborates the earlier findings showing the 
burden of uncontrolled and rapid urbanization in Ethiopia (Mohamed et al., 2020). In light of this, 
prioritizing the infrastructural supply, and empowering communities and civil society through easing 
bureaucracy, would support resolving the accumulated farmers’ complaints. In overall, without 
tackling a lack of accountability, disintegrated governance, and a backlog of complaints, future 
urban development in the area and beyond appears to be difficult (Ruoso & Plant, 2018; Spataru 
et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2021).

Based on the findings in this study, government officials have been making impractical promises 
and deceiving the people due to a lack of clear regulations, accountability, and active citizen 
participation. Subsequently, the city’s neighboring communities, mainly previously expropriated 
farmers, resist in many forms that would contain the further expansion of the built environment to 
the fringes, implying the likelihood of accelerated densification in the city. This, in turn, will put more 
strain on the already-scarce infrastructure in rapidly expanding cities, possibly causing congestion. 
As a result of these findings, further research is required to assess the proper urban planning 
approach and urban development frameworks, aiming for planned urban expansion in the area 
and similar fast-growing cities. Yet, because this study did not include the perspective of national 
policymakers on the raised farmers’ concerns in its analysis, future studies should fill this vacuum by 
incorporating as many actors as possible and comparing the situation in different cities. This would 
make it easier to understand how different cities and regions have managed urban expansion and 
how the land expropriation program as a whole has performed. It is also recommended to incorpo-
rate reflections from land developers on farmers’ concerns, such as land inefficiencies.

34 M. B. FITAWOK ET AL.



5. Conclusions

Due to uncontrolled urbanization in many low-income countries, such as Ethiopia, farmers are 
experiencing the loss of their main farmlands and changes in livelihood. This goes hand in hand 
with the rising mismatch between farmers’ compensation expectations and the government’s offer, 
which has resulted in a loss of confidence. In light of this, there has been little research about the 
actors’ perspectives on the farmers’ responses, particularly their resistance, to the land-use changes 
in rapidly growing cities. Against this backdrop, this research aimed to contribute to a clearer 
understanding of the causes and outcomes of farmers’ resistance and the future of urban land use 
change by zooming in on the case of Bahir Dar, Ethiopia. To this end, we gathered data from farmers, 
local agricultural experts, and government officials using focused group discussions and key infor-
mant interviews.

This research found an increasing tendency towards land expropriated farmers’ resistance in 
a variety of forms, ranging from appealing cases in legal systems to direct confrontation with 
government agencies not to give away land. By raising individual experiences in their discussions, 
both farmers and local experts have identified the major reasons for the resistance in the area. 
Accordingly, primarily farmers and local experts have been asking for the revision of land valuation 
and compensation packages, eradication of corruption in the land-related sector, and accessibility of 
infrastructures. Given the differences with farmers on the degree and way forward, local government 
authorities in the interviews agreed that these issues are present in the urban governance of the 
area. However, local government authorities relate these challenges to the absence of power to 
adjust the compensation system, malfunctioning at an individual level, and budget shortages, 
respectively. Regarding the outcomes of resistance, this study has found that generally, farmers 
believed their questioning had not been much effective, claiming its continuation regardless of the 
current minimal outcomes at the individual or group level. In fact, farmers agreed that they did not 
act in a systematic and well-organized way. Experts, on the other way, insisted on remedies to the 
growing pattern of resistance, showing possible worsening challenges for future urban develop-
ment. One of the significant findings to emerge from this study is that the need for a cooperative 
urban governance approach that entangles social institutions’ active participation and empowers 
farmers’ involvement in the land-related decision-making process of the city is critical.

The findings of the present study have a number of important implications for future research and 
practices. For example, future research can focus on assessing the effectiveness of urban plans in the 
area and other similar cities. This will help make feasible compensation packages and a participatory 
land valuation system and envisage a contextual and transparent land governance system in the 
area and beyond.

Notes

1. Kebele is the local village and the smallest administrative unit in Ethiopia.
2. Birr is the national currency for Ethiopia that exchange 1USD = 50.94 birr on 25/02/2022.
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