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Pastoralist Voices  

African Union and the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 

Pastoralists across Africa have called for a continent-wide policy framework that will begin to secure and protect the lives, livelihood and rights of pastoralists across 
Africa. The African Union has responded to this call and has begun formulating a Pastoral Policy Framework for the Continent.  

Pastoralist Voices is a monthly bulletin that supports this process by promoting the voices and perspectives of pastoralists, and facilitating information flow between the 
major stakeholders in the policy process including pastoralists, the African Union, Regional Economic Communities and international agencies. To subscribe to 
 Pastoralist Voices please write to: roceainfo@un.org 

PASTORALISTS EXPLAIN THE IMPACT OF RISING 
FOOD, FUEL PRICES AND PROTRACTED DROUGHT 
IN THEIR OWN WORDS. 

OCHA, in partnership with: the Danish Association for 
International Cooperation (MS) in Kenya and the Pastoralist 
Women for Health and Education, visited pastoralist commu-
nities in northern Kenya to get a clear picture of the impact of 
rising food prices and drought from vulnerable pastoralist 
communities.   

The communities visited were: Chumvierre, a Turkana pastoralist community of 10,000,  Daaba, a Turkana pastoralist 
community of 10,000 and Kula Mawe a Borana pastoralist community of about 20,000. The three communities are part of 
a larger pastoralist community that number 3 million and lie in the vast desert and semi-desert region in northern Kenya.  

`It is the most underdeveloped part of the country—a stark illustration of this is in a 2007 Christian Aid report which says 
that “there are only ten kilometers of tarmac road in the entire region. Much of the remaining road network is only pass-
able in the dry season”.1 It took an average of three hours to drive across rocky roads to access these communities. `The 
population lives on the edge. It has, according to the World Food Programme (WFP), one of the highest levels of poverty 
and vulnerability to food insecurity in Kenya.2 

MS, in Kenya has been working in partnership with pastoralist communities in the region to advocate for appropriate 
interventions on the numerous challenges voiced by pastoralists below. Translations were provided by Pastoralist Women 
for Health and Education. 
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1 International Federation of Red Cross, 2007 World Disaster Report 
2Saving lives through livelihoods: critical gaps in the response to the drought in the Greater Horn of Africa 

On Drought and Lack of Water 

“In my 80 years living as a pastoralist it has never been like this. The rainfall pattern has been 
unpredictable and there is a migration of pastoralists from this community to the urban cen-

tres of Nairobi, Uganda and others.  The few animals we have that have survived the 
drought are plagued by new diseases that we do not know about. Our livestock is dying 
and we do not know why. We are even afraid to eat some of the livestock as we fear the 

diseases might be transferred to humans.”  

Elder Bote Bora, 80 year-old Borana pastoralist from Kula Mawe. 
 

“The rain is unreliable. The rain does not come any more.” 

Elizabeth Natere, 41 Year-old pastoralist from Chumviere. 
 

“We settled here in 1980.  When we arrived there were rivers and we had water.  We were 
comfortable and we were able to supplement raising livestock with farming. We had our 

crops and our livestock, got water and pastures. But in 2006 the rivers dried up – this was the 
beginning of our problems. Crops dried up and hunger came. The Catholic Mission dug a 

borehole and pump here, this is what has kept us here.” 
Samuel Lonylan, 56 year-old Turkana pastoralist from Chumviera. 

Elder Bote Bora 

Samuel Lonylan 
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On Pastoralists Coping Strategies 

 

‘We feel like the forgotten ones. Most of us now survive by collecting fire-
wood and walking about 30 kilometres to sell it. This is how we now earn 

some money since we have lost our livestock to drought.’  
Veronica Erupe, pastoralist from Daaba Community. 

 

‘The main food of the pastoralists here is milk and meat. During the dry season there is less 
milk and meat, and pastoralists get blood from animals as an alternative to milk. When milk 
dries up in our livestock, it is due to lack of rains and pastures. Wild fruit is also eaten as an 

alternative. Today this is the norm. We eat it mainly so we do not get too hungry’.   
Elder Bote Bora, 80 year-old Borana Pastoralist from Kula Mawe. 

On Rising Food Prices 

 

‘A kilo of rice is 60 shillings in Isiolo. But for the commu-
nity of Kula Mawe it is 80 shillings [due to transport] 

and it takes three hours to drive through rocks to get 
to the pastoralist community.’  
Hassan, PWHE  Chair, Isiola. 

 

‘We used to get food aid, but that stopped 
in December 2007.’  

Elizabeth Nateri, pastoralist woman from 
Chumvierre. 

On Rising Fuel Prices 

 

“Fuel is now too expensive for the 
community to afford and yet it is 

needed for the water pump to pump 
water for the livestock and the com-

munity. The fuel is needed for the 
generator which runs the water 

pumps at the two boreholes in the 
community. We don’t have sufficient 
water right now because fuel is too 

expensive.”  
Isaac Boru, Borana Pastoralist from 

Kula Mawe 

On the Impact on Pastoralist Women and Children 

 

“Lack of rains means lack of milk in the household. When this happens women 
bear the burden of being resourceful to feed the children. Sometimes pastoralist 

men leave the community when the going is hard – as it is now. We, the women, 
carry the load and it has become too heavy.” 

Marian Serek 45 year-old, Pastoralist woman from Garissa, Kuya Mawe. 

 

”The long rains should have come in April and May. With the failure of these rains 
the rivers are dry. Now we have livestock diseases, affecting the production of milk 

and meat. This also affects the nutritional needs of children. The earliest we can 
expect rains are October and November but these are the short rains.”  

Mayamar Mwami, District Officer 1 Isiola. 

Veronica Erupe 

Elizabeth Nateri 

Marian Serek  
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 On Marginalization of Pastoralists in Relief Efforts and Access to Basic Services 

“Pastoralists are excluded from relief efforts, because the availability of herd is perceived as a sign of sufficiency 
and wealth. But what they do not understand is that today a community of 2,000 pastoralists can have only 20 
herd which move together in search of pastures and water together. This is not a sign of wealth but poverty, as 

livestock production like milk which pastoralists live by cannot feed the community.” 

 

“For many years our people have depended on food relief, and this has become a vicious cycle. We are looking 
for sustainability and support for livelihood diversification.” 

Nicholas Loupa, Turkana pastoralists and staff of PANAPEI, in Isiolo. 

 

“People are becoming very sick here. And when people are sick there are no vehi-
cles. The hospital is around 70 kilometres from here and donkeys are the mode of 

transportation. People die on donkeys on their way to the hospital.” 
John Longole, pastoralist from Daaba. 
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On Drought and Resource-based Conflict 

‘The conditions are creating conflicts. There are no pastures, so people are 
heading in the same direction: where there are water points and where there 

is pasture. The Borana and Samburus have been fighting around water 
points.’  

Mayamar Mwami, District Officer 1 Isiola. 

ADVOCACY FOR APPROPRIATE ATTENTION TO THE VULNERABILITY OF PASTORALIST COMMUNITIES 
IN THE HORN AND EASTERN  AFRICA 

OCHA’S SUPPORT FOR THE AU PASTORAL POLICY FRAMEWORK 

Current chronic poverty and food 
insecurity levels in pastoral communi-
ties in the Horn and East Africa—in 
spite of decades of development in-
vestments in pastoral communities—
have left development experts baffled.  
Despite the remarkable resilience of its 
pastoral and agricultural populations 
over many centuries, the Greater Horn 
of Africa is now one of the most food 
insecure regions in the world3. Of the 
314 million poor people who live on 
less than $1 a day in Africa, half are 
highly dependent upon livestock for 
their livelihoods, 80% of whom are in 
pastoral areas. (reference)  

‘The first years of the twenty-first 
century witnessed a remarkable up-
surge of interest in pastoralism and its 
plight in development and political 
circles. The United Nations Develop-
ment Program (UNDP) launched a 
Global Drylands Imperative whose 

initial concern aimed at dispelling the 
myths and misunderstandings that de-
mean pastoralism. The initiative argued 
that “mobility is an ecological necessity 
and that mobile pastoralism is often the 
best way to manage dry environments 
sustainability”.4  

Leading international organizations 
such as USAID, World Bank and the 
UN’s Food and Agriculture Organisa-
tion (FAO) have been promoting the 
contribution that mobile herders make 
to livestock production and to the na-
tional economies, since 2000.’5 As a 
result, NGOs—both local and interna-
tional—with a pastoralist mandate also 
started working  to promote projects in 
the drylands. However, even with such 
laudable initiatives, pastoralist commu-
nities have continued to slide into 
chronic poverty with no signs of  recov-
ery. The African Union (AU) through its 
present proposal for a Pastoralist Policy 

3Evaluation of the FAO Emergency and Rehabilitation Assistance in the Greater Horn of Africa (2007) 
4UNDP (2004) Global Drylands Imperative 
5Pastoralism on the Margin by John Markakis – Minority Rights Group International (2006) 
6According the 2007 Disaster Report by the International Federation of Red Cross (IFRC) 

Framework for Africa wants to bridge 
the gap between stakeholders’ inter-
ventions in pastoralist communities. 
The policy makes the case that pastor-
alists’ communities remain chronically 
poor and vulnerable because interven-
tions in pastoralist communities have 
not been multi-sectoral and have not 
had the full involvement and convic-
tions of governments and states across 
Africa.  

The policy is being formulated to 
bring African governments fully on 
board to implement immediate and 
long term solutions in pastoralist com-
munities in the continent. Many coun-
tries in Africa—including the political 
elite—regard the pastoralist way of life 
as an anachronism6. NGOs have made 
concerted efforts to intervene in na-
tional policy debates to ensure that 
pastoralists are represented, but the 

John Longole 
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results of these efforts have been mea-
ger and more needs to be done.7 
OCHA is presently advocating for ap-
propriate attention and intervention to 
reduce the vulnerability of the pastoral-
ist/nomadic populations in Africa.  

The AU proposal presents OCHA 
with a tool for advocating and engag-
ing with governments in Africa for ap-
propriate interventions to address chal-
lenges to pastoral livelihoods. OCHA in 
advocating for appropriate attention to 
the dire situation of pastoralists has also 
been in dialogue with donors and the 
UN system. Expectedly this will also 
support advocacy by many humanitar-
ian actors calling for a greater propor-
tion of humanitarian funding to focus 
on livelihood interventions.8 

Some of the other objectives  of 
OCHA support and accompaniment of 
the AU Pastoral Policy Initiative for Af-
rica include:       

1. Support and Advocacy for Ef-
fective Disaster Management 
in the Region 

The 2007 International Federation of 
Red Cross (IFRC) report identified pas-
toralist communities in the Horn as one 
group marginalized in disaster man-
agement, noting that they are ‘often 
excluded from the disaster planning 
process  before, during and after an 
emergency.  

Discrimination in and emergency set-
ting is life-threatening. And it affects 
not only people’s ability to survive the 
crisis, but also to recover and  to regain 
their livelihoods afterwards.’ The report 
recommends that ‘One-size-fits-all relief 
planning is unhelpful in overcoming 
discrimination. If agencies go into a 
situation with 100,000  people to help, 
they need to know who those 100,000 
are and how to reach the marginalized  
among them. This form of analysis is 
difficult to do in the first five to seven 
days after an emergency, but it is es-

7Pastoralism on the Margin by John Markakis – Minority Rights Group International (2006) 
8Evaluation of the FAO Emergency and Rehabilitation Assistance in the Greater Horn of Africa (2007)  
9Pastoralism on the Margin by John Markakis – Minority Rights Group International (2006) 

OCHA visit to Chumviere. , A Turkana Pastoralist community in the Rift valley province 

OCHA,2008 

sential to carry out as soon as possi-
ble to avoid needless suffering.’ 

OCHA is accompanying the AU 
Pastoral Policy Framework for Africa 
as the process directly engages 
with pastoralists in addressing their 
marginalization. As further recom-
mended by the IFRC report.‘ The 
participation of the marginalized is 
essential in disaster management, 
both in planning response and in 
implementation. Empowerment is a 
powerful remedy.’ 

2. Support and Advocacy for 
Peace and Security in the 
Horn and East Africa 

Ignoring pastoralist livelihood con-
cerns leads to the need to address 
them at a later date. Today ne-
glected pastoralist communities and 
issues, often leads to their reloca-
tion to urban areas, resulting in the 
need for interventions with the ur-
ban poor.  

Displaced and marginalized pastor-
alists are easy to recruit to the many 
conflicts in the region. ‘Such con-
flicts have different origins, leader-
ship, and goals that are not always 
related to the immediate concerns 
of pastoralists. Their common de-
nominator is struggle over the state. 
The conflicts in Eritrea, the situation 
in Bale and Ogaden Ethiopia, the 
so-called Shifta war in Kenya, the 
civil war in Sudan, and the endemic 
conflict in Somalia are such cases’.  

Huge expenditures on security 
measures in the pastoral regions 
often utilize resources which other-
wise could be earmarked for eco-
nomic development.’ For example, 
security expenditures claimed 
13.9% of the budget for Uganda in 
2001 while the share for agriculture 
was 1.6. Conflicts also depopulates 
lands when people flee for fear of 
violence, and elsewhere limits land 
available for grazing, due to the use 
of buffer zones separating the terri-
tories of rival groups.’9 deal with 
pastoralist challenges directly or 
indirectly. 
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3. Advocacy for Governments 

Recognition and Support for 
Pastoralism 

Unless governments in Africa see 
pastoralism as a viable livelihood that 
will support the food security of their 
nation, pastoralists will continue to 
be marginalized, and such marginali-
zation will result in the increased vul-
nerability of pastoralist to drought 
and dependency on food aid. 
OCHA’s support and accompani-
ment of the AU Pastoral Policy 
Framework process is in recognition 
that the AU proposed Pastoral Policy 
Framework is an advocacy tool 
through which governments will be 
sensitized to the dire needs in pastor-
alist communities and the value of 
pastoralism to Africa. 

It is also a tool by which African gov-
ernments can be supported to recog-
nize the regional implication of pas-
toral communities neglect. Pastoral-
ists may be far from the corridors of 
government’s decision making, but 
pastoralists will not disappear. At 
least 40% of Africa's land mass is 
dedicated to pastoralism, with signifi-
cant variations among countries. In 
Kenya, for example, government 
statistics indicate that pastoral areas 
occupy at least 80% of the land mass, 
home to about 10 million people 
and 90% of the country's wildlife. 

The AU remains convinced that uni-
formity of support for pastoralism 
across the region, endorsed and sup-
ported by governments will be the 
catalyst for change in pastoral com-

CHALLENGES TO DROUGHT MANAGEMENT IN PASTORAL COMMUNITIES 

Better links between early warning 
and rapid response – The capacity of 
the pastoral system to maintain itself 
depends in a large part in the ability of 
governments and organizations to in-
tervene rapidly to prevent the impact of 
droughts.  

Although drought management is 
on paper mainstreamed by many stake-
holders, it must be recognized that con-
tingency funds and efforts are usually 
used for relief instead of being invested 
in preventing the impact of drought. 
Prevention activities, when they hap-
pen, happen too late and on a smaller 
scale than required to make any differ-
ence. For this reason, creating and en-
forcing clear accountable contingency 
mechanism is essential. To create this 
link, it is important; 

 

• to improve the understanding of the 
impact of droughts on pastoral liveli-
hoods through assessments 

• to ensure that contingency plans are 
realistic and adapted to pastoral live-
lihood zones 

• to ensure that resources can be readily and efficiently allocated in a timely manner. 

Although drought management is on paper mainstreamed by many stakeholders, it must be recognized that contin-
gency funds and efforts are usually used for relief instead of being invested on preventing the impact of drought. Preven-
tion activities when they happen, happen too late and on a smaller scale than required to make any difference. (Taken from 
Vulnerability and Dependency in 4 Livelihood Zones of North Eastern Provice of Kenya. A  report by Save the Children Sep-
tember 2007) 

munities. Unless governments are fully 
on board in the long term, develop-
ment efforts, emergency relief efforts 
and humanitarian intervention will 
remain ineffective.  

OCHA ROCEA collaboration with the 
AU for a Pastoral Policy Framework for 
Africa is in recognition that solutions 
are hampered by inadequate policies 
for and understanding of pastoralists 
by national governments. Support to 
advocacy for pastoralists can help to 
develop more appropriate response to 
emergency situations, more appropri-
ate risk reduction activities and better 
policies in support of specific liveli-
hoods and reduction of vulnerabilities 
of pastoralists.   
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In the Tana River Delta region of 
the Coastal Province of Kenya, 
Mumias Sugar Company in partner-
ship with the Tana and Athi River 
Development Authority (TARDA), 
aims to put 20,000 hectares of virgin 
land into sugarcane production.  It is 
hoped that the venture will generate 
KShs 1.2 billion annually in revenue.  
Furthermore, an independed assess-
ment of the economic value of the 
TARDA wetland initiative, conducted 
by lecturers from both Kenyatta and 
Nairobi universities, puts the total 
wealth earned by the communities 
living in the area at KShs 3.7 billion 
annually.10 However, at a press con-
ference organised by representatives 
of the pastoralist communities from 
the Tana River Delta, the approval of 
the Mumias-TARDA sugarcane and 
bio-fuel project was proclaimed to be 
in ‘disregard of the fundamental con-
cerns raised by the communities’. 
Furthermore, it was stated at the 

conference that the decision by the 
National Environmental Manage-
ment Authority (NEMA) to allow the 
KShs 24 billion Tana Delta Integrated 
Sugar Project (TISP) to proceed 
would spell doom for the region and 
its pastoralist inhabitants. In fact, the 
pastoralist group asked that the Gov-
ernment instead, designate the area 
as a national conservation site as it 
harbours over 350 different bird, 
wildlife and plant species, and sup-
ports their ancient but sustainable 
way of life.  

The Tana River District is one of 
the seven districts that makes up the 
Coastal Province of Kenya, and has a 
population of about 180,000 people 
with the Pokomo (Bantu farmers), 
Orma and Wardey (Cushitic pastoral-
ists) being the dominant ethnic 
groups in the district.11 The name of 
the district is derived from the river 
Tana, the largest river in Kenya, 

which traverses the northern and eastern 
part of the district down to the Indian 
Ocean where it enters the sea at Kipini, 
with a delta of approximately 40 km wide. 
The Tana River is an important ecological 
and natural resource in the district. Both 
the pastoralists and farming communities 
in the district derive their livelihoods from 
it.  

Rainfall in the district is low bimodal 
and erratic, the mean ranges between 
300mm and 500mm. With the rains being 
erratic especially in the hinterland, the dis-
trict experiences drought almost every 
year.  The slightly higher rainfall at the 
coast supports cash crops, while the dry 
climate in the hinterland only supports 
nomadic pastoralism. During low rainfall 
and drought times, the communities rely 
heavily on the river for water.  

Hence, the pastoralist community repre-
sentatives at the press conference ex-
pressed there concerns about their loss of 
livelihood should the project be imple-
mented.  Livestock production is the main-
stay economic activity of the pastoralist 
communities living within the area and 
they argue that  the delta is an important 
grazing refuge with ‘over 20,000 head of 
cattle … permanently in the delta … increas-
ing to over 60,000 head of cattle during 
the dry season.’  Therefore, should the pro-
ject go ahead, the pastoralists, their cattle 
and the local wildlife will have to search for 
new grazing and feeding grounds. 

 

 

THE STRUGGLE FOR THE TANA DELTA 

PRESERVING WATER AND PASTURES – SUSTAINING PASTORAL LIVELIHOOD 

OCHA House Gigiri Crescent 
Off UN Avenue 
P.O. Box 30218-00100 
Nairobi, Kenya 

UNITED NATIONS OFFICE FOR THE COORDINATION OF HUMANITARIAN AFFAIRS (OCHA) REGIONAL OFFICER FOR 
CENTRAL AND EAST AFRICA 

Disclaimer: The information in this document are consolidated from research and workshop findings and are subject to availability of current data.  
The articles provided are subject to availability of data and do not claim to be either exhaustive or fully verified.  

Phone: +254-20-7622166 
Fax: +254-20-7622632 

E-mail:: roceainfo@un.org 
Web site: http://ochaonline.un.org/rocea 

Water: Key resource for livestock 

OCHA, 2008 

10By George Omondi  Business Daily (Nairobi) 25 June 2008  
11   PracticalAction  

 


