
LESSON LEARNED? AN URGENT CALL FOR ACTION 
IN THE HORN OF AFRICA

The Horn of Africa is experiencing a devastating drought, which has left more than 15 million people 
in Ethiopia, Kenya and Somalia facing food and water shortages and in need of urgent humanitarian 
assistance.1 The October-December rains have been well below average so far, and since the declared 
arrival of La Niña, concerns about the next rains - due in March-May 2017 - are now growing.

The region is in crisis. We cannot wait for those rains to fail – we must collectively act now to 
prevent this crisis becoming a catastrophe, and implement the lessons learned from the 2010-11 
drought, in which 258,000 people lost their lives.

Jo
yc

e 
K

ab
ue

 / 
O

xf
am

December 2016



LESSON LEARNED? AN URGENT CALL FOR ACTION IN THE HORN OF 
AFRICA

Millions of people in the Horn of Africa have been desperately waiting for rains which were due to 
start in early October. The region is experiencing a devastating drought, which is ravaging crops 
and pasture across parts of Somalia, Ethiopia, Kenya and elsewhere.2 More than 15 million people 
in these three countries alone are facing food and water shortages and are in need of urgent 
humanitarian assistance.3  

Drought and erratic rains linked to the 2015-16 El Niño - one of the strongest ever recorded - 
have been followed by an extreme Indian Ocean Dipole4, closely associated with depressed rains 
across the region. So far the October-December rains have been well below average. A weak La 
Niña has now also been declared5, raising concerns about the next rains, due in March-May 2017.6 
The region is already in crisis. We cannot wait for those rains to fail before we respond – we 
must collectively act now to prevent this crisis becoming a catastrophe, implementing the 
lessons learned from the 2010-11 drought in which 258,000 people lost their lives.7 

In Somalia, 5 million people have been affected by the drought, with 1.14 million facing crisis or 
emergency levels of food insecurity through December 2016,8 and the severity of food insecurity 
expected to increase during the January-March 2017 lean season.9 Over 320,000 acutely 
malnourished children need urgent nutrition support10; in some villages, older children are being 
asked to skip meals and give their food to livestock, whose milk is crucial for younger children.11 

Education is being severely disrupted as families move to other locations in search of food and 
water.12 Vegetation conditions are the worst on record in many areas, surpassing those observed 
during the 2010/11 drought13. Puntland is particularly badly affected, as are south-central Somalia 
and Somaliland. In parts of Somaliland, the average distance to water points has risen to 50 km, 
and some communities are travelling as far as 125km. Water consumption has dropped to just 3 
litres per person per day14, well below the lowest SPHERE minimum standard of 7.5 litres for basic 
water needs.15 

In Ethiopia, which suffered severe drought as a result of the 2015-16 El Niño, the government and 
its humanitarian partners expect some 5.6 million people to require emergency food assistance in 
2017 as a result of a ‘new drought’ affecting southern and south-eastern regions. 1.2 million children 
and pregnant and lactating mothers will require supplementary feeding, and an estimated 300,000 
children will become severely acutely malnourished. 9.2 million people will not have regular access 
to safe drinking water. And while forecasts suggest harvests in northern and western regions will 
be relatively successful, many of those affected by the El Niño drought have been left destitute 
after losing their productive assets, and continue to have acute recovery needs.16 
 
An estimated 1.25 million people in Kenya are affected by drought, with those in the northern Arid 
and Semi-Arid Lands (ASAL) region and in coastal areas facing greatest food insecurity. Poor 
households in these areas - including parts of Laisamis in Marsabit, Tana North in Tana River, and 
Fafi, Balambala, and Dadaab in Garissa - are at crisis levels of food insecurity,17 and Global Acute 
Malnutrition levels of more than 20 percent (i.e. well above the 15 percent ‘critical’ threshold set 
by WHO18) are present in parts of Turkana, Mandera, Baringo and Marsabit.19 Kenya’s pastoralist 
communities have seen milk production drop by up to 60 percent,20 and eight counties have 
reported drought-related livestock deaths.21 Many more households are likely to face food gaps 
during the January to April dry season.22  

In the wake of the devastating 2010-11 drought in the Horn of Africa, governments and the 
international community recognised the need for transformative, systemic change to break the 
cycle of food insecurity in the region.23 The IGAD Drought Disaster Resilience and Sustainability 



Initiative (IDDRSI) strategy was developed to address the effects of drought and related shocks 
in the IGAD region in a sustainable and holistic manner.24 Social protection mechanisms such as 
Kenya’s Hunger Safety Net Programme have made it easier for people to absorb, cope with, and 
recover from damages caused by natural disasters.25 At the same time, the capacity of governments 
within the region to respond has grown significantly; the Government of Ethiopia, for example, led 
on early action from August 2015.

However, despite many real gains, it’s clear that - in the face of accelerating climate 
change and more frequent droughts in Eastern Africa26 - the scope and scale of measures 
implemented are not even close to what is required. Urgent action must be taken NOW to 
prevent this crisis worsening.

The ongoing drought is predicted to last until at least the second quarter of 2017 – possibly 
beyond – but global humanitarian funding is being stretched by a spiralling number of crises. Water 
levels in the Horn of Africa are falling, crops and pasture are failing and livestock are increasingly 
vulnerable. Women and girls are particularly impacted, as their care burdens increase, livelihoods 
fail and treks to collect water become longer. There are concerns that outbreaks of Acute Watery 
Diarrhoea and other diseases will rise.27 In addition, widespread and increasing insecurity in the 
region is prohibiting access to vulnerable communities and prompting growing displacement, 
exacerbating humanitarian needs.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR URGENT ACTION

IGAD and the UN should:
• Urgently lead and coordinate resource mobilisation through the IDDRSI platform and other 

IGAD mechanisms to raise the visibility of this crisis and prompt a greater response

• Make special efforts to engage new donor countries in the Middle East and Asia in relation to 
the current drought, and ensure they make commitments in response

• Undertake mediation with rival parties in areas of conflict to ensure humanitarian actors have 
access to affected communities, enabling them to deliver life-saving assistance 

Donors should:
• Deliver urgent funding to provide life-saving aid for people in need of food and water, and 

support the recovery of people who have lost their assets and livelihoods, including through the 
immediate expansion of social protection mechanisms

Governments and humanitarian actors should:
• Work with market actors to ensure urgent access to water through the provision of vouchers or 

cash to vulnerable people, and as a last resort undertake water trucking  

• Scale up social protection mechanisms, and work with market actors to implement cash-based 
interventions in response to urgent food, livestock and livelihoods requirements

• Where necessary, provide direct food assistance, emergency support for livestock and 
agricultural inputs to farmers, so they can take advantage of any rain that falls

For more information about this Call please contact George Njeru, IAWG Coordinator: 
info@iawg-africa.org



NOTES

1 Somalia – 5 million people (Somalia Humanitarian Needs Overview 2017, OCHA Somalia, November 2016), Kenya – 1.25 million 
people (Food Security and Nutrition Working Group, East and Central African Region, November Update Presentation 2016); Ethiopia 
– 9.2 million people will not have regular access to safe drinking water and 5.6 million will require emergency food assistance 
(Ethiopia: Initial Summary of Humanitarian Response Planning for 2017, Government of Ethiopia and Humanitarian Partners, 
November 2016)
2  Uganda, Burundi and Tanzania have also been affected by below-average rainfall, while South Sudan and Sudan are suffering 
abnormally heavy rains (FEWS NET East Africa Seasonal Monitor, 25 November 2016). However, in Sudan, dry spells in September 
are likely to result in below-average production in parts of South Kordofan and North Darfur (FEWS NET, Sudan Food Security 
Outlook, October 2016-May 2017). In Burundi, 1.4 million people are at IPC stages 3 and 4, while in South Sudan, 4.9 million people 
are at stages 3-5, with those displaced by ongoing conflict particularly vulnerable to food insecurity (FEWS NET, IPC, UNHCR).  
 3 See note 1 for calculation
4  Like the better known El Nino-Southern Oscillation (ENSO), which is a change in the sea surface temperature differential across the 
Pacific, with corresponding changes to the prevailing winds, the Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD) is a heating/cooling of the sea surfaces on 
opposite sides, or ‘poles’, of the Indian Ocean, from the East coast of Africa to the West coast of Indonesia. Being a linked oceanic-
atmospheric phenomenon it affects winds and hence rainfall patterns across East Africa.
5  http://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/analysis_monitoring/enso_advisory/ensodisc.pdf
6  U.N. worried La Nina will worsen “dire” drought in Somalia, http://news.trust.org/item/20160901153304-z5u7x/
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container. IRC Needs Assessment Report 
12  In 2011 an estimated 200,000 school-age children were forced to move from their homes to other locations for food, severely 
disrupting education. Global Education Cluster Unit & INEE. Crisis Update 2: Drought in Horn and East Africa, Education Needs 
Response, 17 August 2011
13  FEWS NET Somalia Alert, 11 November 2016 http://www.fews.net/east-africa/somalia/alert/november-11-2016
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15  SPHERE standards specify a minimum of 2.5-3 litres for water intake, 2-6 litres for basic hygiene practices, and 3-6 litres for basic 
cooking needs, giving a total of 7.5-15 litres http://www.spherehandbook.org/en/water-supply-standard-1-access-and-water-quantity/
16  Ethiopia: Initial Summary of Humanitarian Response Planning for 2017, Government of Ethiopia and Humanitarian Partners, 
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17 FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Outlook, October 2016-May 2017
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21  National Drought Early Warning Bulletin, National Drought Management Authority, Kenya, November 2016 http://www.ndma.go.ke/
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22  FEWS NET Kenya Food Security Outlook, October 2016-May 2017
23  Communique Of The Second General Assembly Meeting, Kampala, IGAD Drought Disaster Resilience and Sustainability Initiative 
(IDDRSI), 26 March 2014 https://igad.int/attachments/794_Final%20Communique%20of%20second%20IDDRSI%20Platform%20
General%20Assembly%20Kampala%20(1).pdf
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25  Unbreakable: Building the resilience of the poor in the face of natural disasters, World Bank Group, November 2016
26  Funk, C.: Exceptional warming in the Western Pacific-Indian Ocean Warm Pool has contributed to more frequent droughts 
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27  Ethiopia: Initial Summary of Humanitarian Response Planning for 2017, Government of Ethiopia and Humanitarian Partners, 
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28  Water trucking is expensive and unsustainable, which is why it should be done only as a last resort


