
Ethiopia 2014 & 2015 – Part II – Roads & Drivers 
 
 
I travelled to Ethiopia in December 2014 and January 2015.  This mound of drivel is part of my 
Ethiopian Adventure.  As I don't expect anybody to read a 10,000 word 30+ page document, I 
have ordered it into four convenient parts. 
 
 Component Description 

Part I The Volcano Adventure The main reason I went to Ethiopia was to see Erta Ale as 
I had been fascinated by this volcano for over a decade. 
 
17 pages 
 

Part II Roads & Drivers These deserve their own report as the drivers were 
amazingly good and all this on some downright terrifying 
roads.   
 
This is serious 4WD territory 
 
7 pages 
 

Part III Photos of Me The most frequent complaint that I receive about my 
holiday reports is that there are virtually no photos of me1.  
As I travel solo and am insufficiently self absorbed to 
indulge in the narcissism of the selfie, this is a selection of 
photos taken by others where I am in the frame. 
 
7 pages 
 

Part IV The Birding Section After the volcano tour I did a 3½ day bespoke birding tour 
which was absolutely brilliant in a completely different 
way. 
 
9 pages 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                      
1 For the life of me I can't see why this is an issue that anybody would want to complain about. 
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Roads and Drivers 
 
Leaving Addis Ababa we travelled north on the Addis to Djibouti Road which is considered the 
most dangerous road in Africa.  The problem isn't so much the road, as it is new and relatively 
well made (financed and constructed by the Chinese).   The problem was the way that is used. 
 

Approximately 80% of 
Ethiopian imports come 
through the port of Djibouti; 
another way of looking at it is 
that without Ethiopia the 
port of Djibouti wouldn't 
really exist.  A significant 
amount of these imports are 
transported on the Addis to 
Djibouti Road.  Weight limits 
don't appear to be enforced 
as the Djibouti to Addis side 
had significant wheel ruts in 
the bitumen while the Addis 
to Djibouti side virtually had 
none. 

 
The title “the most dangerous road in Africa” is a pretty heavy title.  We saw the remnants of 
around 10 accidents all involving trucks and one bus2.  The main accident seemed to be head on 
collisions followed by rollovers.  Overtaking was rife, and given that the road climbs from sea 
level at Djibouti up the eastern side of the Rift Valley there were plenty of blind corners to really 
test the luck of any driver. 
 
The Chinese were also 
funding the construction of a 
railway which when 
completed would take some 
of the pressure off the road. 
 
Not only did you have to put 
up with other drivers, the 
roads were used by 
everybody, goats, sheep, 
donkeys, camels, chickens 
and even the local wildlife, 
baboons.  It also saw a dead 
hyena (??) evidently that was 
not unusual. 
 
Our driver was Derik and I 
couldn't have asked for a better driver.  Not only did he speak brilliant English and was available 
to answer all sorts of weird questions, "if we run over a goat how much do we have to pay to the 

                                                      
2 Dave reckoned there were around 20, I am willing to stand corrected  
 

 
Addis to Djibouti Highway 

 
Note baboon just sitting on the road 
 



Ethiopia 2014 & 2015 – Part II –Roads & Drivers  Page 3 of 7 
 

owner in compensation?"3.  He also ensured that we listened to quality Ethiopian music 
throughout.  Ours was definitely the party car. 
 
After two days on the Addis to Djibouti 
Highway we then turned off north of Logiya 
and started driving north toward Lake Afrera.  
This is a large salt lake at the southern end of 
the Danakill Depression.  This was an 
Ethiopian made road and was particularly 
good.   
 
The Danakill is the northern part of the Rift 
Valley and is an exceedingly geologically active 
area as it is spreading but 1 – 2 centimetres a 
year and results in all sorts of formations, 
including small volcanoes, cinder cones, faults and lava flows.  Not to mention numerous 
earthquakes as well.  So the the road construction and maintenance was certainly impressive. 
 
After three days on the bitumen we then started on the serious driving.  The Danakill 
Depression was originally the Red Sea floor consequently great sections of it are flat covered 
with very fine sedimentary sands; which in Australia we call bulldust.   

Highway to the Volcano 
 

On the sections that were old 
sea bed the drivers would 
often fan out which meant 
they weren't necessarily 
following each other, or 
eating each other's dust.  
What impressed me most 
about their driving was that 
on the bulldust there was 
definitely no drifting. 
 
The driving was a 
combination of over the flat 
sand and over lava flows.  
While it is a desert Danakill 
does get a little rainfall also 
there is water run-off from 

the Highlands.  The run-off washes away the roads on the original sea bed consequently they 
have to be re-made each year.  You would hope at the beginning of each year the road had been 
re-made in a relatively efficient way. 
 
The drivers set a cracking pace over the old sea bed and at one stage we saw an ostrich which did 
a very emu like thing by racing alongside the car and then darting in front.  The Germans were 
excited at seeing wildlife I was just worried knowing what a mess they can make to a vehicle 
given that an ostrich is definitely bigger than an emu. 
                                                      
3 Around 3,000 Ethiopian Birr 
 

 

 
Amayatoli Terara in the distance  
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Because there had been some rainfall there was vegetation notably some largish bushes with 
yellow flowers.  While they probably wouldn't do much damage to the car they did obscure 
vision so that the drivers also had to negotiate these. 
 
It was when we got to driving 
on the lava flow that really 
set things apart; I don't know 
how they originally made the 
road4 however a lava flow is 
not the ideal location to make 
any road.  Not only did that 
the drivers set a cracking 
pace, there were also no 
alarming "ker-thunk" noises. 
 
This was serious four-wheel-
drive country as we were 
constantly negotiating the 
twisting turning conditions, 
plus continually climbing, and 
all this in the world's hottest desert.  Some drivers specialise on the Danakill because you 
certainly need a base level of experience to negotiate it with any degree of expertise.  
 
It left me wondering how they learn, is there an unfortunate group of tourists with ashen faces 
and a driver with L plates? 
 

 
 
The distance by road from Lake Afrera to the base camp at Erta Ale was approximately 60 km 
and we arrived around mid-afternoon. 
 
We had 4 vehicles in all.  Three for the tourists and the guides and the fourth was for the cook, 
crew and (armed) guards.  The cook, crew and guards accompanied us in the Danakill, but not in 
the other sections.  The cars were 3 Toyota Land Cruisers and a Nissan Patrol.  The Land 
Cruisers are the most popular vehicle for the Danakill as they are the most reliable vehicle in 
those conditions.  None of our vehicles broke down; furthermore we had no flat tyres. 

                                                      
4 Someone suggested with an army vehicle, given that there was an army base at both the base camp and the crater 
rim it appears the most logical explanation. 
 

 
 



Ethiopia 2014 & 2015 – Part II –Roads & Drivers  Page 5 of 7 
 

Driving in the Danakill 
 

 
After Erta Ale we drove approximately 110 km to Dallol, it was great to get off the lava flow, as 
that was seriously uncomfortable driving. 
 

The driving was essentially 
over the old Red Sea floor 
and it was remade each year 
due to flooding.  There were 
some road markers to 
indicate where the road 
should go.  However I saw 
no evidence of grading, road 
making, etc on these roads. 
 
This was anything but a 
freeway although we were 
able to fan out and set a 
particularly good pace.  I 
think the drivers enjoyed 
being able to "race" each 
other in these conditions. 

The Danakill is a very hard 
desert and there are people 
who do live there 
permanently, their main form 
of industry appeared to be 
camel/goat herding.  It can't 
be a particularly easy life.  In 
one section where there was 
a road (wheel ruts) to follow 
the locals had dug a ditch 
over one of the ruts.  It was a 
sort of ditch that could 
seriously damage a car with a 
broken axle so it was luckly 
that we spotted it in time. 
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We did see another car that 
had broken down, they were 
locals not tourists and both 
their spare tyres were 
damaged.  It made us realise 
how dangerous it is to drive 
solo through the Danakill.  
Convoy driving appears to be 
the main way to go as you 
certainly wouldn't want to 
break down in this situation.  
Help could be a long way and 
time away and you would 
need plenty of water to 
survive for even a few days. 
 
Our drivers drove in convoy 
formation, and I noticed that 

they kept the same order all the time.  Furthermore if one driver lost sight of the car behind 
them they would pull over or stop and wait until that vehicle caught up.  In many cases it meant 
that Dave had wanted to take photos again. 

Dallol to Wukro 
 
It is over 100 km between 
Dallol and Wukro, however 
Dallol is around 125 meters 
below sea level and Wukro is 
over 2,000 meters above sea 
level.  Consequently the road 
is relentlessly climbing up the 
eastern edge of the Rift 
Valley. 
 
The original road must have 
been a camel track which was 
later upgraded to 
accommodate vehicles.  
Dallol also had a military base 
so the road had to handle 
military trucks. 
 
Essentially there were two types of road which we alternated between.  There was the gravel 
road which twisted and turned through the escarpment; and a new bitumen road that was 
following modern principles of highway design and construction which was a delight to drive on 
after all our experiences.   
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It was another geology & 
geography lesson in one day.  
Part of the edge of the 
escarpment comprises 
uplifted sedimentary rocks 
plus due to all the geological 
activity there are quite a few 
igneous rocks.  It must make 
for interesting roadbuilding 
conditions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Derik’s Favourite Tree 
 
As a complete treat at the end while we were driving to visit a church near Wukro, Derik showed 
us his favourite tree.  Not only was he a great driver, an excellent cultural attaché introducing us 
to Ethiopian music, a good dancer, he also had wonderful taste in horticulture. 
 

 
 

 
 


