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Fulfilling the Responsibility to Protect:
The Roles of Iddir on Supporting Orphan 
Children in Bahir Dar City, Ethiopia
Getachew Alebachew Mekonnen, Bahir Dar University, Bahir Dar, Ethiopia

ABSTRACT

Iddirsaretraditionalcommunity-basedorganizations(CBOs)primarilyestablished
tofacilitateburialceremoniesandcomfortingthebereaved.Thisstudyemphasized
theadditionalrolesandfunctionsofIddirsonsupportingvulnerablegroupsof the
community.Theresearchhasemployedaqualitativeresearchmethod,anditemploys
in-depth interviews, FGD and document analysis as data gathering instruments.
ParticipantsofthestudywerebeneficiariesofIddir(orphansandtheircaregivers),
Iddirmembersand Iddir committees.The findingsof this study showed that Iddir
hassignificantcontributiontoimprovethelifeoforphansandtheircaregivers.The
types of care and support provided by Iddir include financial, material, medical,
emotional,andpsychosocialsupport.Thestudyalsoshowsthatorphansinthearea
arevulnerabletoarangeofproblems:foodinsecurity,lackofclothesandfootwear,
inadequateaccesstoschoolandschoolmaterials,poorhealth,andphysicalandsexual
abuse,intermsoftheirseverity.
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INTRODUCTION

Iddirs are community-based burial associations established on the basis of
neighborhood,ethnicity,sex,and/orworkplacefortheprimarypurposeofproviding
funeralservicestothemembers,financialandmaterialsupport,andgivecondolences
to the bereaved members and their families (Dejene, 2010). Dejene further noted
that, Iddirs arenon-profit-makingorganization foundedon thebasesof solidarity,
friendshipandmutualsupportamongmembers.Differentstudiesconductedonthis
indigenousinstitutionhadrevealedthatabout87%ofEthiopiansinurbancentersand
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closeto70%ofEthiopianslivinginruralareasbelongtotheseIddirs.Thismakes
thisparticulartraditionalinstitutionthemostwidelyspreadtypeofself-helpgroup
inthecountry(Mauri,2006).

InEthiopia,thereisanoldagetraditionofcaringoforphans,elderly,sickand
personswithphysicaldisabilities.Nuclearandextendedfamilymembers,communities
andfaith-basedorganizationarethemainsourcesofcareandsupporttothosepeoples
(Tsegaye,2001).UNAIDS(2010)estimatedthatofthe16.6millionchildren(aged
0–17)whohave lostoneorbothparents toAIDS,14.8millionare insub-Saharan
Africa. Within Ethiopia 5.5 million children, around 6% of the total population,
arecategorizedasorphansorvulnerablechildren.Orphanandvulnerablechildren
comprisealmost12%ofEthiopia’stotalchildpopulation.Over83%oftheseorphans
arelivinginruralsettingsofwhich855,720ofthemareorphanedchildrenasaresult
ofthedeathofoneorbothparentsduetoHIV/AIDS(SavetheChildrenUK,2008).

TheEthiopianDemographicandHealthSurvey (EDHS)estimates that72%of
childreninthecountrylivewithbothparents,14%withmothersonly,3%withfathers
onlyand11%livewithneitherofnaturalparents.Thesamesurveyindicatedthat18%
ofEthiopianhouseholds are caring fororphanswhile0.6%or11,577households
wereestimatedtobechildheaded(CSA,2011).

Ethiopiacountsoneof the largestpopulationsoforphans in theworld. Itgoes
withoutsayingthatHIV/AIDSisoneof themajorfactorsfor theescalationof the
numberoforphans. It is estimated that13percentof children in thecountryhave
lostoneorbothoftheirparentsforvariousreasons(Zewdineh,2008).Forinstance,
it is estimated that there are about867,525orphans, from these533,764 (paternal
orphans),208,943(maternalorphans),and124,818dualorphanchildreninAmhara
region(CSA,2015).However,theestimationvariesfromorganizationtoorganization,
aboutchildrenindifficultcircumstancesingeneralandorphansinparticularinBahir
Dar.Accordingto(ANRSBOLSA,2008),thereareabout9085orphansinBahirDar
cityin2008(ANRSBOLSA,2008).

Accordingtothereportonpovertyandchildren,publishedbyUNICEFin2010,
householdswithorphansaremorelikelytobecomepoorerbecausethelowincome
earned by the few adults who are employed is now sustaining more dependents
(UNICEF,2010).Theenvironmentfacingorphanchildrenisextremelyunfavorable.
AsindicatedbySubbaraoandCoury(2004),orphansoftenfaceeconomichardship,
lackoflove,attentionandaffection,withdrawalfromschool,psychologicaldistress,
lossofinheritance,increasedabusedandriskofHIV/AIDS,malnutritionandillness,
stigma,discriminationandisolation.Theirlimitedaccesstoresourcesuchasmoney
for schoolpurpose forces them to startworkat aprecociousagewhichultimately
jeopardizingtheirfuture.Besidestheirvulnerability,theirnumberisincreasingatan
alarmingrateduetoHIV/AIDSepidemicespeciallyindevelopingcountries.

Comparedtootherchildren,thepsycho-socialandsocio-economicsituationsof
orphansareworseinEthiopia.Inthisrespect,studiesconductedbytheMinistryof
LaborandSocialAffairs, (MOLSA,2009) indicated thatorphans inEthiopia face
severesocial,economic,legalandpsychologicalproblems.Manyorphanstakeillegal
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