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Abstract 

 The aim of this project is to study the Chinese presence in Ethiopia, following the path of the 
last salt caravans from Danakil to Tigray region. The first part of the research was carried 
out before Covid. In the immediate aftermath there was a civil war that is continuing to rage. 
New research is currently underway in the Post Pandemic to document how Covid and war 
are changing Ethiopia. The current political situation has made the return to Ethiopia 
complex. A long-distance interview was conducted in February 2022 that showed the current 
situation and how much the Chinese presence could affect the restoration of peace between 
Tigray and the central government in Addis Ababa. Official estimates of the number of 
Chinese in Africa vary widely; on the continent there are increasingly diverse groups of 
Chinese migrants, in terms of: language, dialect, class, education and employment. Based on 
this and on a very general state of the art, it was decided to increase the studies on this 
phenomenon, documenting the extraction of salt and following the sellers in the north of the 
country. The project is unique and allows you to admire a landscape that will soon change, 
due to the construction of infrastructure that is changing the dynamics of movement and sales. 
To carry out this study, interdisciplinary investigation methods were integrated, such as: 
landscape archeology, historiographic research, participatory anthropology, geopolitics and 
cultural anthropology and ethnology. 

There are two main objectives of the research. The first was an analysis of risk perceptions to 
predict what will happen to these populations and how the territory will be modified, trying to 
monitor the growth of infrastructure in the country and the effects it will have on the 
population. Thanks to the use of GIS, some roads created by Chinese companies that worked 
in the area have been georeferenced. The second point was to document the life and rituals of 
Ethiopian populations, in order not to lose the aspects of uniqueness that risk being lost. The 
local interviews have garnered impressions and criticisms from the local population, to 
understand whether the Chinese presence is perceived as a threat or a solution. Among the 
most exclusive interviews there are those made to Afar leaders in the Logya area and some 
coptic representatives in the Wukro area. To make this project even more unique, the Coptic 
rituals of Gennà and Timkat have been documented, unique expressions of a millennial 
tradition. The aim was to understand whether the Maoist presence began to influence the 
religious rites and forms of belief present in the country. 
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The purpose of this study is to analyses Chinese presence in Ethiopia, between 
the Saba river and the Coptic areas of the Tigran, concentrating on the Danakil 
region, from where the salt caravans depart. The study was born to understand 
the relations between the native Ethiopians and the Chinese, studying the 
social, the environmental and the religious consequences of this contact. 
 

I. HISTORICAL RELATIONS 
 
Relations between China and the African continent started in the XV century, 
with the expeditions of the “treasure fleets” during the Ming dynasty, and 
increased during the 60s of the 20th century. In the last decades, China has 
strongly influence the Africa economically, socially and  politically. The first 
action China undertook was the building of a railway from Tanzania to 
Zambia. From here, Chinese firms started investing heavily in Africa. In 1971 
China managed to get a seat at the UN, and between 1965 and 2005, it funded 
many energy infrastructure in Africa. (PAPA C. 2006).1 

 
Modern Chinese politics is different from what Mao Zedong envisioned. It 
presents itself to African economies without political bonds for local 
governments, and only helping loans to finance infrastructure projects. This 
lead to constant growth of Chinese-Africans economic ties (S. GARADELLI, 
2009).2 Chinese presence however this has also created phenomena such as 
what is described as “territorial angst” by E. De Martino, influencing social 
dynamics, the landscape and the perception of sound. (E. DE MARTINO, 
1952, A. COLIMBERTI, 2004). 3 

 
Official estimates of the number of Chinese people in Africa is in constant 
variation, in the continent there are growing communities of Chinese 
immigrants differentiating based on language, dialect, class, education and 
job.On the basis of this, a detailed study on economic strategies was made, 
concentrating on one of the most interesting countries due to it s richness in 
landscape and culture: Ethiopia.This was the first African country to co-
preside the China- Africa cooperation forum in 2003, and might become a key 
country for trade along the maritime silk road, connected through already built 
ports, railways and energy plants. Only from 2017, following internal 
problems in the country, the borders in the northern areas were opened. The 
region of the Tigral and Danakil, areas extremely rich in salt were opened to 
investment and resource exploitation. The studies on this region tend to focus 
on the ancient Coptic churches and not much on the local Afar population, due 
to difficulties on approaching the tribal chiefs and short period when research 
can be conducted due to high temperatures during the winter. In the last five 
years, groups of Chinese investors have started negotiating with local citizens, 
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building infrastructure in exchange for salt and sulfur. The Chinese 
investors are consolidating their investments in this territory, understanding 
the opportunities that these untapped markets provide. This is demonstrated 
by the migration of Chinese immigrants towards the interior of the country, 
with the number rising and becoming one of the most important migrations in 
the world, both for the number of migrants, and for the number of regions that 
are destinations.  (P. NANTULYA, 2019).4 Groups of independent workers, 
such as the ones extracting the salt, find themselves suffocated by the Chinese 
presence, and lack support from the Ethiopian government. On top of that, due 
to geological change, there is a risk of ancient traditions disappearing. The use 
of trucks has nullified the role of the dromedary and this is creating more 
poverty among the population, imposing a rapid and uncontrollable change. 
This is also affecting the perception of sound, an important aspect to 
understand the loss of reference points, the perception of the landscape and of 
risk (A. COLIMBERTI, 2004, G. LIGI, 2016).5 The arrival of dromedaries 
with the sound of bells, is being replaced by the sound of trucks and the 
sounds of another language. 
   

II. THE RESEARCH 
 

A. Danakil 
 
Danakil is a harsh territory, for years considered inaccessible due to the 
brutality of the Afar people, a population of warriors once, today strongly 
linked to the Chinese presence and the need for cash. In order to access their 
areas, it is necessary to pass a ritual path, in which you are only welcomed by 
paying money, the quota of which is decided on the spot and during the path 
you can be stopped several times for further refilling. The colors of this corner 
of Africa range from the black of the volcanic rocks of Erta Ale to the green 
of Dallol, from the white blinded of the salt, to the red of the sheet metal 
houses. Along the banks of the Saba River, the caravans depart, which, slower 
and slower and less numerous, stand out along the boundless horizons of 
Assol Bole.Here the salt pickers, young and old, with eyes slit, sweaty and 
concentrated, work under the scorching sun. They smile little, thirst and pride. 
 

B. Tigrai 
 
In every corner of Tigrai people have curiosity for the travelers. The rocky 
mountains are surrounded by trees, showing an almost Middle Eastern 
landscape. The churches in this area are located in extremely inaccessible 
places to reach, such as Abuna Yemata, located on top of a sacred mountain 
that can be climbed barefoot. Caravans arrive in this region, where the 
Tigrinus is spoken. The salt is transported to Mekallè. On the way there is 
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really the difference Danakil and Tigris people. 
 
ACCEPTANCE 
 

My team is made up of three people: the driver Getewech; the interpreter 
whose stage name is Bob (related to Rastafarians); his wife Mari who will be 
our cook. We stop at the Sambete market, active on Sunday, surrounded by 
the colours of Ethiopia: it is a swarm of life, amid the chaos of the tuk tuk that 
whiz on the dirt roads, the chatter of the buyers and the smiles of the locals. 
The sellers, behind the coloured veils, observe us, intrigued and intimidated; 
some allow us the opportunity to take some photos. There are no Chinese 
women or men in the market. This is because they do not cook Ethiopian 
products, or they employ a personal cook. Wives and children often live in 
Addis Ababa, while husbands live miles away. In most cases, only the 
husband leaves China, reaching families after two or three years. The choice 
to work in Africa is dictated by a large payment and by the possibility of 
financially maintaining the whole family. 

 
We continue on paved roads, towards Lake Afdera, admiring the salt pans: the 
product preparation processes that allow this territory to emerge on the 
international scene thanks to export. Group of Chinese workers in red camion 
( Ethiopians call them al-qaeda, as they often turn over, causing accidents); they 
return from construction sites or suitable for the creation of asphalt, located in 
the area. 
 
We prepare to reach Logya for the meeting with the Afar chief, the fearsome 
Glysa. After covering 40 km on a rough path, we cross the gates of an area 
under Chinese control. This is a few kilometers from the village, a sign of tacit 
approval. the sign indicates that the territory is a Chinese work area, approved 
by both states. 
 
We reach the Afar village, where we are surrounded by cheering children and 
men with rifles, a nice contrast in these barren and inhospitable lands. The 
English teacher introduces us to his students, while the men discuss with our 
chief driver about the offering to be paid. After a lively conversation, 
Getewech asks me to also give sunglasses and to pour the first bundle; I see 
him a little agitated, as if there was hatred between him and the Afar; the son 
of Glysa, who takes our tributes and bribes, joins us; everything happens 
quickly and in a very confusing way. With a nod, the drivers invite us to get 
in the car: we set off, with a sense of bitterness, but also of charm, for these 
rituals linked to a completely African tribal way. The journey continues, the 
terrain changes color, from red to black, a sign of the approach to the volcanic 
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area. Even the smell of the air becomes acrid, penetrating the nostrils with 
arrogance: the aftertaste of smoke and sulfur is perceived. The profile of Erta 
Ale appears before us, clear and imposing. 
 
THE ROUTE OF CARAVANS 

After hours and hours spent on freshly paved roads by Chinese companies, we 
reach the Dallol Plain (at -122 m above the sea leavel). 

The lake changes its consistency and we begin to recognize silhouettes: they 
are the salt extractors, crouched on the ground, with their colourful and worn 
out shirts and their work tools. The closer we get, the more over whelmed we 
are by the knowledge that their working conditions are brutal; accompanied 
by the picketing of the hammers and scythes, we get out of the cars and head 
among them: at noon, without water, with rudimentary tools, they break and 
extract rectangular block of salt; some receive gloves and do not ever know 
which way to use them; many do not have sunglasses, work with their eyes 
reduced to cracks, sweaty and constant. The faces are stiffened by fatigue, the 
bodies are slender and nervous, the looks severe. We interact with them and 
Azawed tell us about his life and the difficulty in accepting the Chinese 
presence. After this meeting we head along the banks of he Saba River. Here 
the riverbed is stony and there are small huts doting the high rocks that 
surround it. They pass some caravans that follow the riverbed to return home, 
we can hear only the camel bells that make us realize that the sunset time has 
come. At down we proceed to Tigrai, following some camels that travel 
slowly and swaying the roads now paved. The landscape starts to change: the 
air is cooler and everything is verdant. While in Danakil everything is sour 
and the character of the people is harsh and proud, in Tigrai there is green, 
water and fresh, this makes the soul of its inhabitants much more graceful and 
friendly. We head to Wurko, a chaotic town, where we gas up, change the last 
money and meet our correspondent, Kiros, who welcomes us with a big smile 
and joy, that characterizes the inhabitants of this region. 

 
We begin the discovery of the Coptic churches, heading to the ancient church 
of Abriha Atsibha: is the first impact with Coptic culture and we are 
pleasantly impressed by its perfectly preserved paintings; the dark tones and 
the big eyes of the Old and New Testament saints prevail, running along the 
walls and domes of this semi-monolithic church. At sunset we reach the 
mountains of Gheralt and spend the night at the families of the village of 
Desertaion, where we dance around the bonfire with local boys and children, 
accompanied by an atmosphere of great joy. 
 
The families rest close to us, in adjacent rooms and when we wake up, we 
observe the animal and children who start their routine. 
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In the middle of the morning we prepare for the arrival of the first (and the last 
for that day) salt caravan The camels have travelled many miles and are 
preparing to take their cargo to Mekallè, the main Tigrine town. The chief 
caravan greets us with his staff and so much effort on the forehead, and is 
swallowed by the asphalt. 
 
After a long bargaining, made of high tones, handshakes, and coffee, 
everything comes back in silence. The caravan driver has a smile of few teeth, 
but he does not hesitate to show it off, he approaches with curiosity 
wondering why all this interest in his work. 
 
LALIBELA 
 

We begin to perceive that the whole of Ethiopia is heading towards the 
Second Jerusalem, during the journey we meet buses full of pilgrims, from 
which stand the flags with the colors of Ethiopia and speakers from which 
come out songs and shouts of exaltation. 

 
The colors of dawn rise in a wonderful road, between mountain peaks and 
large bends that, like gigantic snakes, wind for miles. During the trip we see 
many pilgrims walking curved and silent to try to get in time to Lalibela. We 
load two nuns who barefoot were walking for month to reach the holy city. 
Surrounded by this atmosphere of devotion and chaos, we arrive in the church 
of Yemerehanna Kristos. The church is architecturally different from all those 
seen up to now: located in a cave, has a very modern construction; you 
perceive holiness and mysticism. We are blessed by rain (a very rare case) 
and, in the evening, we reach Lalibela, between the traffic and the millions of 
pilgrims who are preparing to celebrate the Eve of Gennà and spend the 
Christmas Eve pleasantly. 
 
 GENNÀ 
 
After sleeping at the home of our friend Abi, wearing a white dress and 
Ethiopian scarves that we bought in Tigray we dive into the festive chaos of 
the city; the ochre colour of the earth and the white of the pilgrims clothes 
prevail. There are many pilgrims, and the visit of the churches is a truly 
exciting moment: we are overwhelmed by the devotion of the prayerful and 
by the songs that continue, incessantly, to vibrate in the air. We enter into a 
truly singular agglomeration of humanity and life: the interior of the 
monolithic churches is small, but millions of white heads they stand out 
against the rock walls. 
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The people remain inside the churches for many days, not to lose their place 
and to be blessed by the priests and by the strength that exudes from the rocks, 
that since the tenth century watch over the city; we climb over bodies, we 
tread phalanxes, we are supported by devotees, who smile at us curious and 
thank us for being dressed in white and for taking part in their party; many 
rest, squatting in this space that smells of feet, incense and sweat. 
Accompanied by the human flow which with despair and enthusiasm moves 
on the dusty and rocks streets of the city, waiting to celebrate the night. Late 
at night, we reach the church of Emanuel. We are told that this s a particular 
year: Gennà is celebrated in two days, in the night between 6th and 7th of 
January and the night between 7th and 8th of January 2019. On the edge of the 
church, together with hundreds of pilgrims, we observe the dances and 
challenges between the force of good and evil: priests dressed in black and 
white, dance creating geometric shapes perfect, following the rhythm of the 
drums and keburo, waving sticks and umbrellas. A rite that will last with 
intensity until dawn, ending with the sacrifice of goats. 
 
TIMKAT 
 

From Lalibela we leave again to Tigrai from Gondar to Lake Tana. 
After many days spent in Ethiopia, between injira and popular dances, we are 
preparing to celebrate another event: the Timkat, in the days of 18th to 21st of 
January. It is celebrated the epiphany, the baptism of Christ. Everything is 
colourful and animated, the processions are engaging and the pilgrims sing 
salms and melodies incessantly. It is celebrated the epiphany also near rivers 
or pools: many people are immerse in the water, naked or wrapped in sheets, 
and celebrate the ritual of baptism. Walking through the rugged Tigrine 
streets, we encounter small processions of pilgrims who play keburos and 
head slowly along the brisk streets. 
 
Everything is colourful and animated, the processions are engaging and the 
pilgrims sing psalms and melodies incessantly. 
 
III. THE WAR 
 
The 2020 was punctuated by the Pandemic and later by a grasshopper invasion in 
Tigray. The slow arrival of funds, new elections, and the inability to vote were the 
casus belli that gave rise to a war that is still ongoing. Tigray, has been fighting 
the government in Addis Ababa for a year and a half. Covid has also created a 
blockage in the arrival of aid. The population, exhausted, has fled to Kenya and 
Sudan. The villages documented in the first part of the research are now 
uninhabited. New actors s have entered this war: Eritrean soldiers, mercenaries 
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and foreign financiers. The situation is now one of chaos where there is no end 
point, only the idea of destruction. The caravaners have lost their jobs completely 
and Chinese workers have stopped construction work. The Pandemic has blocked 
tourism, border controls and economic revenues. The removal of tourists, famine 
and the shadow of desolation have increased the internal malaise in the country. 
Attention has been reduced by the troops in the northern territories, who have 
loudly shouted their enmity towards the central government and launched a 
mechanism of destruction. 
 
This moment of emptiness laid the foundations for reinforcing political discontent 
and giving the Addis Ababa and Asmara governments the opportunity to join 
forces and try to sabotage the Tigrinya Party. The situation, largely out of hand 
and deliberately left in a state of entropy, has given rise to a new tragedy for 
Tigray: the flight of thousands of people from the region, the start of a civil war 
and the killing of hundreds of innocent. 
 
 
IV. INTERVIEWS 
 

a. MR LIN 

 
I have been in Ethiopia for two and the next year I will be able to go to China 
to visit my family: my wife and son live in China. I feel comfortable here, 
although, in the future, I will return to live in Xi’an. Working in Africa 
guarantees a good salary for me and my wife and son. It was difficult to get 
used to the temperature. We work in groups of Chinese and with translators 
we work with Ethiopians. I take care of the progress of the roads, we are 
asphalting the path that leads to Wurkro. I took care of the stretch that goes 
from Kombolchà to lake Assale. We live in large houses and share spaces. We 
have a few days off, but as it is very hot in the summer, we have to take 
advantage of the cooler months to get on with the job. We are doing a good 
job and making easy the routes north of the country and Djibouti. 
 

b. AZAWED 
 

I am a salt collector, as was my father. I started early and now I'm thirty. I'm 
blind in one eye, but I can't afford to quit. It is tiring to work here, but we are 
used to fatigue. We don't work on Fridays because we are Muslim and spend 
the day with the family. Each has its own task: there are those who extract the 
salt, those who cut it into rectangles like me  and those who load it. Until a 
few years ago, salt caravans came from Ethiopian individuals, but then the 
Chinese began to arrive, who demand a lot more and pay little. When the 
caravans arrived, it was the moment when the negotiations began, but 
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everything always happened at the same time, now the trucks are not on time 
and we do not know how to define the time. The caravans are less and less 
and we are not happy. 
 

c. GETWECH 

I live in Addis and do a job that allows me to travel all over the country. It is 
convenient for a driver to have paved roads, because before we used to travel 
a lot of hours in a long time, but I am afraid for my country. The Chinese 
presence is not good for the local economy, because few Ethiopians work and 
those who manage the salt caravans cannot compete with trucks. I do not 
know how the poorer population will continue to do so. Here are no other 
sources of work. People no longer have a simple life as before, marked by the 
movement of dromedaries, but has lost its points of reference. The bells of 
dromedaries no longer ring, but the engines of the trucks, which make the 
earth tremble. the bargaining, the greetings and the tales of the day are no 
longer heard, but nobody speaks because the Chinese do not understand the 
Ethiopians and vice versa. Comfort has brought unhappiness, but it is too late 
to go back. 

 
d. ABI 

Lalibela is my city, I manage the welcoming committee for pilgrims: every 
year me and other volunteers donate offers and prepare food for all the 
faithful. Here the Chinese presence has not yet arrived as in the other places of 
Ethiopia, but I do not think they would understand our devotion. None of us 
work for this party and not even for the Timakat and I think they would not be 
able to understand our needs. The devotion is so great that the streets are 
blocked for many days and nobody carries out daily activities like in a normal 
period of the year. There are still no cases of assimilation of cultures, because 
there are no Coptic Chinese, but I hope this does not happen. In Addis, for 
example, nobody  celebrates like here. Timkat is celebrated only for one day 
and there are no processions around the city, but only celebrations inside the 
churches. 
 

e. MOHAMMED 
I have been a caravan since I remember it, mine is a family of caravans, and 
my son has also taken this path. Camels are expensive to buy, but they  pass 
from father to son and live many years. They are stubborn animals, but they 
resist this climate and a collaboration is established. I take great care of them, 
because the loss of one of them is also a loss for me. The arrival of the 
Chinese meant that those who had caravans of a few camels could no longer 
compete on the market. Many people I know have tried their luck in Addis, or 
have become poor, losing their jobs. A truck is fast, does not hear it and can 
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carry a lot of salt, but nobody is happy. We are trying to create corporations 
with other caravans in order to work on some areas, because the government 
is not listening to us. I will always continue this job, I can't change my life and 
I don't want to. Nobody has to tell us Ethiopians what to do, we must resist 
and not change our traditions. 
 
f.  KIROS 
I am a tourist guide. I was able to contact you because Internetstarted working 
again. The country has gone mad: no one knew who he was fighting for anymore. 
Eritrean mercenaries, Tigrinya and Ethiopian soldiers, against each other. In 
Addis Ababa, life continued to flow slowly, but every now and then we were 
spotted by megaphones that we had to go home because missiles could fly. We 
have often lived in the dark due to the voltage sags. The roads are dangerous. I do 
not allow my mother and my sisters to go out alone: life is no longer worth 
anything; one can be killed for an onion.  
 
 
The outskirts of Addis Ababa are now a slum. Entire families who have lost 
everything sleep on the side of the road and will never recover. Nobody rushed to 
help my country. In recent weeks, the strong oppression of the Tigrinya advance 
towards the capital has been felt. I can't believe that the roughness has flared up 
again, that the TPLF has once again decided to make its voice heard. I have 
always been against the Tigrinya  and I rejoiced at the election of our president, 
Sahle-Uork Zeudè and of the prime minister AbyAhmed Ali, but I am convinced 
that the central government of Addis Ababa also has faults and has deliberately 
decided to weaken the Tigray for economic interests. As always, it is the economy 
thatmanages people's fate.The pandemic period was really hard: no work, no 
money and a lot of misery in the capital. The poorest villages, already living on a 
few things normally, have been able to cope with the situation, despite the many 
deaths. The war, however, was unmanageable. 
 
This has led to decompensation and fights among the people themselves, who 
have not been able to control the situation. Little by little things are improving, 
but the roughness and fear will last for months. I believe that until tourism 
reopens, there will be reason to fight. Tensions between the former Tigrinya 
dictatorship and the current Addis Ababa government have been fueled by the 
Covid and the absence of tourists. This has created a series of responses to the 
grievances of Tigrayans following the pandemic and agrarian crisis. everything 
we were afraid of: the arrival of the Chinese, the reduction of salt caravans, 
economic development, can now be the solution to revive the country. The 
Chinese can really bring back peace. Now Ethiopia is a depopulated country, with 
few young people and many desperate people on the outskirts of Addis Ababa. the 
future must bring attention back to the villages, to repopulate them and relieve 
Addis Ababa from the invasion. the country will make peace in order to give us 
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all a living again. Perhaps our hope is precisely the Chinese workers, who have 
now reduced their works; but that they will be able to maintain control and 
increase the world's attention on Ethiopia 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 

The salt caravans will be the last to travel to this region. Many caravans have 
been engulfed by Chinese modernity and have lost their contacts. The 
Ethiopian dancal people are too poor to compete and many caravans cannot 
write, their weapons are their stubbornness and their feeling of being part of 
society: in a few years everything will be asphalted and the relations between 
Addis and Beijin will always become more decisive even in the most remote 
areas for the country. Soundscape analyzes have led to the awareness that 
without the sound of camel bells, workers have lost their sense of time. In 
many areas there are no churches or minarets that can mark the time. This 
creates a strong sense of bewilderment and disapproval for workers.  

The caravans who do not have enough wealth will not be able to compete 
with the Chinese and will be out of work, they will probably go looking for 
luck in the big cities, already saturated, or they will be satisfied with the little 
they have earned. The interview with Abi, however, gave hope on the 
maintenance of the Coptic rituals: the Chinese do not participate in the 
Ethiopian celebrations. For the time being, Ethiopian workers are entitled to 
the rest days of their respective religions. Here Muslim, Christian and Coptic 
religions coexist peacefully, with the sounds of the bells alternating peacefully 
with the singing of the muazzin, Ramadan which is celebrated as the Gennà 
and the Timkat. The great faith and a sense of belonging can not be changed 
by anyone. changes at the landscape and structural level of roads and cities 
have occurred in this past year because of the war. Addis Ababa has increased 
its suburbs, with people who fled the war now camped in shacks. Roads have 
stalled in their construction. Salt caravans are still in Dancalia villages, with 
their dromedaries, but without jobs. 
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