
 
Ethiopia’s Omo Valley 

Trip report 
19th to 26th February 2013 

 
After bidding farewell to the tour participants that were not joining us on this more cultural 
extension to the south-west of the country, we boarded a flight to Arbaminch, the largest settlement 
in the Lower Omo Valley. Our hotel was well situated, overlooking Nechisar NP, with its vast 
forests, Lake Chamo and small hills spanning as far as the eye could see. We used our time in the 
area to look around for any special species and were rewarded with stunning perched views of 
Ayres’s Hawk-Eagle, before it tucked in its wings to try its luck with catching dinner far down 
below. Other birds in and around the garden included Thick-billed Raven, Beautiful Sunbird and 
White-browed Sparrow-weaver. 
 
Due to various activities that can happen in the area our itinerary here is always a little flexible to 
accommodate special events. On the first day we decided to leave as early as possible to be able to 
experience the bustling market at Kayafer. On the drive to the area we passed through land 
belonging to the Gamo, the Derashe and then the Konso people. The landscapes around the town of 
Konso itself are recognised as a World Heritage site, mainly for its extensively terraced slopes, 
allowing for better agricultural conditions. Many parts of the drive pass through areas that have 
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some wonderful habitats and we saw many species on the way that we had seen already on the main 
tour.  
 
After some refreshments, and having crossed over the Weto River with Banna and Tsamai people 
populating land on either side, we found ourselves in the 
Kayafer area. This centre is near enough to the land of 
various tribes to generally attract members of at least 4 
different groups, making for a very diverse initial 
immersion into the Lower Omo region. While the 
dominant population group was the Hammer people here, 
there were also members of the Banna, Ari and Tsamai 
tribes. We spent a fair amount of time wandering around 
the local market, trying to learn and remember the 
different bits of dress and jewellery that marked and 
identified people from various tribes. Different 
adornments also showed whether the people wearing them 
were married or unmarried, were engaged or widowed or 
if the men had succeccfully performed their traditional 
bull-jumping ceremony. At the market itself various 
products were up for sale including jewellery, milk, butter 
various grains and other food as well as clothing and the 
beads and shells to decorate it. After getting our fill here 
in the hustle and bustle of the market we headed onwards 
to our well-situated accommodations for the next 2 nights at Turmi, passing many well-laden 
market-goers heading home. 

 
Heading out early from Turmi, our plan was to get to a 
Kara village for the early morning, before many other 
tourist vehicles could arrive and while the light was 
still good. This turned out to be great as the day got 
very hot and we were also able to get some interesting 
birding in along the way. The Kara tribe split off from 
the Hammer fairly recently and is made up of a very 
small number of people that make their living largely 
from fishing along the Omo river. An unusual feature 
is the hair of the women, which is twisted into what 
ends up as small red nodules, giving them a quite 
unique appearance, along with the white paint that is 
used to paint the faces. We spent a bit of time in their 
village, seeing how the people there live and go about 
their daily lives. While we were there a number of the 
village inhabitants came back from the morning’s 
fishing excursions with a good catch to show for their 
efforts. The birding in the area turned out to be very 
good and we found some great species that included a 
number of the very tricky Magpie Starling as well as 
many White-throated and Northern Camine Bee-
eaters, some of which were making excellent use of 
the local cattle herds that were disturbing insects that 
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would then fly up and get caught. Some of the more widespread woodland species that we found 
included Purple Roller, Red-and-yellow and Black-throated 
Barbets, Black-necked Weaver and Brubru. 
 
The Hammer people, the largest group of people in the 
Omo valley, have a well-known ceremony that is performed 
before a man is allowed to get married, called bulljumping. 
This ceremony may be performed at any time and at any 

place, often without 
much prior notice. 
After much time and 
effort we finally 
managed to find a 
bulljumping ceremony 
that was close enough 
for us to be able to 
attend. The whole 
sequence of events 
takes a number of 
hours, so when we arrived the first part was already well under 
way. Here there is much singing and dancing by the female 
members of the man’s family, who also get whipped at the 

same time to show their support of the man that is in the centre of all the efforts of the day. Many of 
the men then get their faces painted and a herd of cattle are gathered, that will form a part of the 
main procedure later on. During the final 
portion of the ceremony, the men will 
hold standing cows in position, while the 
husband-to-be must attempt to run across 
the backs of the cows without falling 
down. After a number of traverses of this 
rather unusual pathway, the runner is 
declared successful and free to marry. 
This was possibly the highlight of the 
extension and we counted ourselves very 
fortunate to have been able to witness 
this, one of the old and very traditional 
rites that is still practiced in this far-flung 
corner of Ethiopia. 
 

Very near our lodge in the Turmi area there was a lovely 
little Hammer village that we visited for a while on the 
following morning, and which turned out to be one of the 
best town visits. The people there seemed happy to have 
visitors and were not worried in the slightest by our presence, 
continuing as if we were not there This allowed us to walk 
around the goats and the chickens and watch what was going 
on without imposing on the community. There were also a 
number of genuine articles of jewellery that were put out for 
us to have a look at. Near the village we were lucky to find a 
small group of the stunning Black-headed Lapwing that is 
often very hard to find in the region, while a short walk on 
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the outskirts of our lodge produced a number of other interesting species that kept the birding 
interest going.  
 
Next up we headed further north on 
generally very good roads to Jinka. 
On the way we spent some time at a 
small village called Dimaka, where 
the weekly market was underway. 
While there was some comparison 
with the market we had visited a 
few days earlier, this was fairly 
different, with a lower diversity of 
attending tribes (only Hammer and 
Banna live close enough to attend) 
and a different selection of wares 
on offer. Besides all the various 
grains and hair-colouring soils there 
were decorated calabashes and 
traditional musical instruments vying for space with various skins and jewellery, as well as many 
more modern plastic objects like buckets and brooms.  
 

Before Jinka we visited a village of the Ari 
People, who are generally better off than 
most of the other valley tribes. They still 
rely heavily on their skills, some of which 
we were able to take a look at. Not dressed 
in traditional clothing any longer, but 
rather dressed in a far more western style 
than most other Omo valley tribes, it was 
strange for us to observe them still going 
about doing some of their handicrafts in 
what we would generally consider a very 
out-dated and overhauled way. We visited 
a blacksmith, a potter, saw how the local 
staple ‘injera’ is made over an open fire 

and saw the production of some local liquor. Our lodge at Jinka was located along a stream, where 
we found a few birds in the thickets and along the river itself, including Grey and African Pied 
Wagtails, Hamerkop and Tree Pipit. 
 
We headed out early the next morning to enjoy the best possible time in the very extensive Mago 
NP which, despite recent poaching problems, stills holds some great species including African 
Elephant, Lion and Leopard. Descending into this park, we found Lesser Kudu, Black-backed 
Jackal, Slender Mongoose and the large and impressive Lichtenstein’s Hartebeest in the early 
morning before it got too hot – and despite the very tall grass that filled all the gaps between the 
densely bushed areas. The birds were great here and throughout the day we managed to find a good 
variety with some special highlights that included White-breasted Cuckooshrike, Grey-headed and 
Orange-breasted Bushshrikes, Black-headed Gonolek, Brown Babbler, Flappet Lark, Black-bellied 
Bustard, Abyssinian and Crimson-rumped Waxbills, Whinchat, Mosque Swallow, Northern 
Brownbul, Boran and Croaking Cisticolas, Giant Kingfisher, Abyssinian Scimitarbill, Eastern 
Plantain-eater, White-rumped Swift, Lappet-faced Vulture and Goliath Heron among many others. 
Driving through the park and up the escarpment on the far side of the park, we got into the territory 
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of the Mursi people – one of the most famous of the Omo valley tribes. The main claim to fame of 
this relatively small group of people is the sometimes huge 
lip plates, made of wood or clay that are worn by the women 
from about the age of 15. They wear larger and larger plates 
as they get older and the lip becomes more stretched. The 
origin of this practice is possibly from when this tribe 
attempted to make the women less attractive to the slave 
traders that frequented the area, although this is far from 
certain. In addition to the lip plates the women will often 
adorn themselves with various other articles that include the 
yellow fruit of Solanum plants, horns, various metal objects 
and warthog tusks among others. We spent some time with 
these people in their village, before we headed back through 
the reserve, spending some time in the pleasant shade of the 
large riverine woodland trees.  
 
A morning drive got us back to Arba Minch, after driving 
through many herds of hundreds of cattle, sheep and goats 
that were all headed to or from water sources and having our 
breakfast along the banks of the lovely Weto River. The afternoon was split between the Dorsi tribe 
and a walk near the banks of Lake Chamo. Despite originally being looked down upon by other 
tribes for their practicing of handicrafts, the Dorsi are now well regarded and respected for their 
weaving abilities in particular. The capital of this tribe is called Chencha and it lies higher than 
Arba Minch, about an hour’s scenic drive away, with many of their woven blankets displayed along 
the route. The Chencha are also known for their heavy dependence on the False Banana plant for 
food. After parts of the leaf stem is scraped off, it is stored underground, where it will ferment for 
up to a year before it gets prepared and eaten as a type of bread – we were able to sample this with 
some locally collected honey along with their rather strong alcohol – also made from the false 
banana – on the side. The impossibly tall houses of the Dorsi people are highly distinctive and are 
also made from the false banana, showing how dependant they were on this plant in the past. 
However, things are changing quickly as other food and simpler building materials become more 

readily available. Inside 
these huts the people 
will usually sleep on 
one side, with the 
livestock being housed 
either on the other side 
or around the outer 
edge of the building –  
all under one very big 
and impressively high 
roof. The late afternoon 
walk around the edge of 
Lake Chamo produced 
some good birds, the 
star of which was 

undoubtedly the fairly difficult-to-find Northern Masked Weaver. We saw large numbers in flocks 
with some individuals still showing in good breeding plumage. Other birds we managed to find here 
were a variety of seed-eating species such as waxbills and firefinches as well as more widespread 
waterside birds such as African Fish Eagle and Malachite Kingfisher. 
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After again enjoying the stunning views over Nechisar NP and Lake Chamo as well as many 
roosting vultures and storks, all that 
was left was for us to head back 
north to Addis Ababa. Despite this 
being a very long drive, it was 
interesting to drive through this part 
of the country and the journey was 
broken up by a stop at another of 
Ethiopia’s World heritage sites – 
this one less well-known and 
understood than many others. Tiya 
is a small property that displays a 
number of granite stellae, engraved 
by one of the country’s ancient 
cultures. There is much that is still 
not clear about these structures and 
much is likely to still be learnt in the years to come. After some time for freshening up in Addis 
Ababa, we ended off the journey and all headed our separate ways after witnessing some of the 
remaining tribes that are, as yet, less touched by the hand of modernisation. 
 
Photo credits: Hammer first wife, Banna woman, Kara girl, Hammer man, Hammer face paint, Bull-jumping, Black-
headed Lapwing, decorated calabashes, injera preparation, Mursi woman, inside a Turmi hut, Lake Chamo, Tiya Stellae 
– all taken by Markus Lilje during the tour. 
 
List of birds and mammals seen that were not recorded on the main tour: 
 
Black-bellied Bustard  Lissotis melanogaster 
A single bird was seen well in the tall grass in Mago NP near Jinka. 
Black-headed Lapwing  Vanellus tectus 
We had fantastic views of a few of these smart birds near our lodge near Turmi. 
White-rumped Swift  Apus caffer 
A fair-sized flock was seen near the escarpment in Mago NP. 
White-throated Bee-eater  Merops albicollis 
This fantastic and well-marked bird was also seen well on numerous occasions, with great views 
near Lake Chamo and the Karoa village. 
White-breasted Cuckooshrike  Coracina pectoralis 
We had some superb views of this scarce and sought-after species in the tall riverine woodland in 
Mago NP. 
Black-headed Gonolek  Laniarius erythrogaster 
Good views of this colourful bird were enjoyed along the river in Mago NP. 
Flappet Lark  Mirafra rufocinnamomea 
A dark and shy lark that was flushed a few times in the tall grass that it prefers near Mago NP. 
Grey-rumped Swallow  Pseudhirundo griseopyga 
Also seen in Mago NP, where they were seen well, flying over open grassland. 
Croaking Cisticola  Cisticola natalensis 
This bird inhabits open grassland/woodland mosaics, which is just where we found it in some 
higher-lying areas near Jinka. 
Brown Babbler  Turdoides plebejus 
A very good bird to get in Ethiopia, where it has the western-most part of its range. We saw a single 
small flock in a higher-lying portion of Mago NP. 
Fischer’s Starling  Lamprotornis fischeri 
Seen well by one of the participants in the Turmi Lodge gardens. 
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Black-necked Weaver  Ploceus nigricollis 
Good views of this distinctive weaver were enjoyed a number of times around thicket near the Kara 
village and Turmi area. 
Northern Masked Weaver  Ploceus taeniopterus 
This can be a very tricky species to find, with a very scattered range. We found good numbers of 
mainly non-breeding birds, although some still showed good plumage – all in the Lake Chamo area. 
Yellow-winged Bat  Lavia frons 
Flushed from the thickets in the riverside vegetation in Mago NP – very distinctive for a bat. 
Lichtenstein’s Hartebeest  Alcelaphus lichtensteinii 
A herd of 6 animals was seen well in Mago NP, where they stood and stared at us for a while. 
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