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Abstract

Donkeys (Equus asinus) are widely used throughout Ethiopia and play essential roles in a variety of everyday and income-generating 
tasks for the people that use them. The challenges faced by people and their working equids vary across communities and geographic 
locations. This may have implications for how donkeys are perceived by the people they work for, the roles they fulfil and ultimately their 
welfare. Two complementary methodological approaches were used in this study to explore the socio-economic value of donkeys for their 
owners and the welfare of the donkeys in rural and urban Ethiopia. Using a questionnaire, donkey owners were asked about their donkeys, 
their attitudes and beliefs related to donkey use and ownership, and the role donkeys played in their lives. Animal-based welfare assess-
ments were also conducted on a sample of donkeys from different locations, with the overarching aim of the study to investigate differ-
ences in use, beliefs, and donkey welfare between rural and urban locations. In both rural and urban locations, working donkeys are critical 
for their owners’ income-generating activity and therefore their livelihoods. The work they undertake differs substantially between locations, 
as does their welfare. Work in each setting presents its own challenges and these are reflected in the behaviour and physical health of 
the donkeys. Rural donkeys showed more apathetic behaviour, a higher ectoparasite burden and greater evidence of tethering/hobbling. 
Urban donkeys were more alert and had a wider range of body condition scores. The findings highlight marked differences in the role 
and welfare of donkeys between different areas within the same country, demonstrating the importance of understanding the context, 
both from the perspective of humans and working equids, prior to staging interventions intended to benefit either party. 
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Introduction 
Throughout the world, working equids provide a critical 
resource for some of the poorest and most marginalised 
people, enabling them to travel to access resources such as 
schools and healthcare, and to generate income to support 
themselves and their dependents. However, despite their 
importance, working equids are frequently overlooked in 
agricultural and economic initiatives (Pritchard et al 2018; 
Frohlich et al 2020) and little is done by policy-makers to 
safeguard working equids’ welfare. 
Donkeys are widely used in rural, urban and peri-urban 
regions of Ethiopia and play essential roles in a variety of 
everyday and income-generating tasks (Stringer et al 2011; 
Geiger et al 2020). While many of the people who are reliant 
on donkeys (Equus asinus) exist on very little income 
(Kubasiewicz et al 2020), people without access to a donkey 

are economically even worse off (Stringer et al 2011). 
Despite their significant contribution to the livelihoods of 
many Ethiopian people, donkeys themselves are not 
perceived as high-status animals. They are often denied 
access to the kind of feed and healthcare that is made 
available to other animals and are considered one of the most 
neglected animals in the country (Martin Curran et al 2005; 
Mekuria & Abebe 2010; Stringer 2011; Usman et al 2015). 
The challenges faced by individuals and their working 
equids vary across communities and geographic locations; 
consequently, a broad brush, one-size-fits-all approach to 
addressing welfare issues is unlikely to work even within 
the same country (Upjohn et al 2014). Recent research has 
identified a disparity in the perception of donkey welfare 
between rural and urban areas of Ethiopia; rural donkeys are 
perceived to have poorer welfare than their urban counter-
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