
Kenya hosts the largest number of 

refugees in the world.  These refu-

gees live within pastoralists‘ com-

munities with implications for 

pastoralists‘ livelihood. The two 

major refugees‘ camps are 

Dadaab in north-eastern Kenya 

and Kakuma town in north-west  

Kenya. The growing refugee in-

flux in these areas have threatened 

the carrying-capacity of the frag-

ile arid ecosystem leading to re-

source scarcities, depleted envi-

ronment, destabilised local econ-

omy and increased violence.  

―More people (refugees) were 

brought into our land,‖ says an 

elder from Kulan near Dadaab 

Refugees Camp in north-east of 

Kenya. In two decades, the host 

population has 

tripled from 70, 

000 to 222,000 

people in 2009. 

Since 1991, the 

host number is 

matching the refu-

gees‘ population, 

close to 300,000. 

According to the 

United Nations 

High Commis-

sioner for Refu-

gees (UNHCR), 

85 per cent of the 

refugees are of 

Somali origin and 

30 per cent are 

traditional pastoralists who keep 

livestock in the camps. While Ka-

kuma town in Turkana District of 

north-west Kenya is home to 

53,000 refugees. The host popula-
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Cross-border migration in the 

Horn of Africa is commonly asso-

ciated with forced migration. In 

Kenya, the term evokes images of 

thousands of Somali refugees 

fleeing the unrelenting conflict 

each month, seeking asylum in 

the country. 

There is, however, another kind 

of migration that characterises the 

Kenyan borderlands; one that has 

sustained a livelihood system in 

the drylands for centuries: mobile 

pastoralism. Historically, the mo-

bile pastoral way of life is well-

established in the Horn of Africa 

and East Africa: Somali herders, 

for example, used to move their 

herds through the adjoining arid 

and semi-arid lands of Somalia, 

Ethiopia, Kenya and Djibouti. 

With the establishment of modern 

nation states, pastoralists now 

need to cross administrative and 

international borders in pursuit of 

their livelihoods. 

In Kenya, the National Policy for 

the development of Arid and 

Semi-Arid Lands (ASALs) of 

Kenya, launched in 2004, ac-

knowledges the viability of mo-
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The onset of the short rains brought a sigh of relief at the end of the prolonged drought which faced Kenya to-

wards the end of 2008 and continued until October 2009. The rains came down in torrents, caused massive 

flooding that resulted in the loss of more than 11 lives and displacement of  more than 26,000 people. Conflict 

over scarce resources such as pasture and water have led to increased fighting amongst communities living in 

the arid and semi-arid areas of northern Kenya.  

Many  are left wondering how much longer they have to bear the brunt of having too little yet too much. The 

Food and Agricultural Organization estimates that livestock production which is dominantly practiced in 

Kenya‘s arid and semi arid lands contributes 47 per cent to Kenya‘s Agricultural Gross Domestic Product.  

Not yet the end of the Road- Pokot Youth in Action to Save 
their Community  

Somali pastoralists speaking to the inter-agency assessment 

team at Kulan near Dadaab Refugees Camp in north-eastern 

Kenya in February 2010. 



tion is close to 100, 000, twice refugees 

population. This has been triggered by 

increased movements to urban centres by 

Turkana pastoralists affected by recurring 

droughts.  

The host community, refugees‘ livestock, 

host pastoralists and their livestock is 

adding more stress to the land. Majority 

of the host community who lost livestock 

to droughts have settled into urban cen-

tres near the camps. The refugees‘ camps 

have attracted ex-pastoralists who pro-

vide labour, basic services and small en-

terprises. The over-concentration of 

populations near camps and urban centres 

has put more stress to the land.  

Some of the refugees moved into the 

camps with their livestock from Somalia. 

But large numbers of livestock were ac-

quired by the refugees locally through 

remittances from the Diaspora. The 

agency also estimates that refugees keep 

close to 300, 000 livestock in the three 

refugees‘ camps in Dadaab — Da-

gahaley, Hagadera and Ifo. It is believed 

that this is five times the host commu-

nity‘s livestock population. Most of these 

livestock share grazing areas and water 

points with the host community.  While 

in Kakuma refugees are not allowed to 

keep livestock but refugee camp sits in 

dry season grazing areas. 

Pastoralists‘ mobility has been restricted 

by overconcentration of both human and 

livestock population in urban centres. 

Pastoralists fear that the unregulated 

populated movements of refugees influx 

from Somalia, refugees‘ livestock popu-

lation and ex-pastoralists host population 

living in permanent settlements (relief 

centres) is disrupting their own mobility 

and migration. This means the existing 

scarce resources are getting depleted and 

the land cover too, is getting depleted 

leading to more aridity in 

the region. This has also 

led to resource-based 

conflicts between the 

refugees and the host 

pastoralists who are shar-

ing grazing areas and 

water points outside the 

camps.  

The fragile ecosystem is 

both a producer/supplier of building ma-

terials, food, herbal medicine and a con-

sumer of excretor produced by livestock 

and people. UNHCR indicates that the 

refugees‘ camp produce 400 to 450 ton-

nes of waste every day. Of 95 per cent of 

the waste, 75 per cent is livestock dung.  

As a result of persistent droughts, pastor-

alists are moving into permanent settle-

ments. The number of pastoralists forced 

to sedenterise after losing their livestock 

to droughts is alarming. The ex-

pastoralists have become poorer because 

of no financial capacity to 

restock their herds. Their live-

lihood options are few and 

minimal. 

The refugees are becoming 

the ecological militants to be 

repelled by the host commu-

nity. Refugees are degrading 

the environment, from cutting 

trees for construction and 

commercial use close to a 

radius of 100 kilometres. This 

has strained the environment 

and increased the suffering of 

the climate traumatised 

pastoralists.  

The urban centres housing dispossessed 

ex-pastoralists may soon turn into vio-

lence dens.  In Kulan, for example, host 

community alleged that 76 people have 

been killed in the last 12 years by refu-

gees. The residents fear that if environ-

mental scarcities worsen, urbanisation 

and violence will be intertwined causing 

conflict between refugees and them.  

Though adaptation is taunted as a liveli-

hood option for the environment-

dependent pastoralists, massive environ-

mental destruction as a consequence of 

population size and density in dry season 

grazing areas is undermining coping ca-

pacity of pastoralists 

in the region.  

But for ex-pastoralists 

trying to cope, the 

local economy has 

been collapsed by 

refugees. ―The refu-

gees have destabilised 

our local economy 

since they arrived 20 

years ago because they 

sell cheap products collapsing and killing 

the local businesses in Dadaab,‖ says 

Aden Dekou, a local resident. Dekou says 

that ex-pastoralists engaging in small 

enterprise like livestock trade have been 

pushed out of business by the non-tax 

paying refugees.   

As a consequence of the migrations and 

resource scarcities in urban centres inhab-

ited by ex-pastoralists near refugees‘ 

camps, certain forms of violence will 

increase as a result of the dynamics of 

displacement and resource competition. 

So, there is need to establish ecologically 

secure urban centres in the pastoralists 

areas. But when asked for solution to host 

pastoralist-refugees problem, an elder 

from Kulan near Dadaab concludes: ―A 

disease you brought is only you who can 

cure.‖  

The Joint UN host community project has 

been developed to address some of the 

problems generated by refugee popula-

tions in pastoralists communities.  

But the slowness of its implementation 

means host communities will continue to 

suffer.  The  project has several compo-

nents including, provision of clean water, 

education, food security, security, peace 

building and health. Participating UN 

agencies include UNCEF, WFP and 

UNHCR.The project is yet to be fully 

implemented. 
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A Somali pastoralist giving water to his cattle in one of the  protected 

shallow wells in Wajir District of north-east Kenya.   

“The refugees have 
destabilized our local economy 
since they arrived 20 years ago 

because they sell cheap 
products collapsing and killing 

the local businesses in 
Dadaab,” says Aden Dekou, a 

local resident. 

......Continued from page 1 



Warankara, Wargadud, Wajir, Garre, 

Diff, Salalma, Kulaley, Kulan and Liboi, 

pastoralists reported that in the past, cross

-border movements used to be relatively 

predictable, according to the seasons. 

Migration patterns have however been 

disrupted by the increasing occurance and 

length of drought, and have changed in 

terms of frequency, migration routes, 

destinations and duration of stay in 

‗foreign territory‘. The 2009 drought 

forced hundreds of herders from north-

eastern Kenya and even as far as Garba-

tulla in Isiolo, Eastern Kenya, to cross the 

border into Somalia. For the first time in 

many years, possibly even since the col-

lapse of the Somali Government in 1992, 

many Kenyan pastoralists, who are not 

linguistically or clan affiliated (Oromos 

& Borana) were migrating with their 

livestock deep into the Lower Juba to the 

Kismayo district in southern Somalia. 

This migratory flow was in addition to 

the regular cross-border movement be-

tween pastoralists of the same ethnicity 

and clan. Discussions with the communi-

ties revealed that some of these Kenyan 

pastoralists had only recently returned 

from Somalia, having spent much longer 

than usual in the neighbouring country – 

many up to half a year. ―We could not 

survive without going there – we go 

where water and pasture is, and that all 

that matters‖, said one of the community 

leaders. 
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bile pastoralism for ASAL regions of the 

country, highlighting mobility as a most 

effective adaptation strategy to risk in 

harsh and resource-scarce environments. 

As such, pastoralism is understood as a 

symbiotic relationship between ecology, 

livestock and people in resource scarce, 

climatically highly variable conditions. 

Mobility, underpinning this symbiotic 

relationship, has traditionally enabled 

pastoralists to cope with longstanding 

risks such as periodic drought, disease 

and even conflict, by allowing the oppor-

tunistic utilization of spatially and tempo-

rally distributed resources.  Increasing 

restrictions to mobility across administra-

tive boundaries and borders are however 

stripping pastoralists of their ability to 

mitigate, cope with or adapt to climate 

change and other changes to pastoral 

livelihoods, as a number of field assess-

ments conducted by the ―Security in Mo-

bility‖ (SIM) Partnership confirms. 

Mobility as adaptation strategy 

The SIM team composed of the UN Of-

fice for the Coordination of Humanitarian 

Affairs (UNOCHA), the UN Environ-

mental Programme (UNEP), the Interna-

tional Organization for Migration (IOM) 

and the Institute for Security Studies 

(ISS), visited numerous pastoralist com-

munities in Kenya‘s border regions over 

the past year, in a bid to gather communi-

ties‘ own perceptions on climate change, 

adaptation, mobility and conflict. Com-

munity consultations in the Karamoja 

cluster, the Masai cluster and the Somali 

cluster revealed that, while the majority 

of pastoralists are well-aware of the 

changing weather patterns - the increas-

ing unpredictability and extremities - 

most are ill equipped to dealing with 

them. Witnessing recurrent, persistent 

drought over the past decade and longer, 

pastoralists reported of the increasing 

need to migrate with their animals further 

than usual within Kenya and across her 

borders, in search of pasture and water. 

Changing patterns of mobility across 

administrative boundaries and national 

borders has emerged as a local method of 

autonomous adaptation to increased cli-

mate variability and climate change, as 

repeatedly illustrated by Turkana, Pokot, 

Maasai and Somali communities inter-

views. While vital to the survival of their 

herds, mobility within national borders 

and beyond is challenged on various 

grounds, contributing to pastoralists‘ 

growing inability to minimise risks and 

cope with shocks affecting their liveli-

hoods. Factors include unfavourable poli-

cies, new administrative boundaries, 

changing land usage, growing settle-

ments, human-wildlife conflict, the pro-

liferation of small arms and conflict with 

other armed rival communities. 

Cross-border migration in northeastern 

Kenya 

Herders in Wajir, Garissa and Ijara regu-

larly cross the border into Somalia, and 

from Mandera to Somalia and Ethiopia, 

in search of water and pasture for their 

livestock. Communities on one side of 

the border area, for the most part, of the 

same clan as communities on the other 

side, as borders were drawn by colonial 

powers without consideration for ethnic 

or clan affiliations. Pastoralists have 

maintained strong social bonds and net-

works across administrative districts and 

national borders, mak-

ing access to pasture 

on either side largely 

reciprocal. To avoid 

conflict, access to 

grazing areas is facili-

tated through commu-

nication and negotia-

tions between tradi-

tional elders - rather 

than between state or 

governing authorities. 

Relationships between 

pastoralist groups are 

traditionally governed 

by clearly defined 

rules and rights that 

characterise their cus-

tomary institutions 

and dictate the man-

agement of vast com-

munal lands. This 

ensures that pastures 

can sustain the population and livestock, 

avoids environmental degradation and 

allows recovery. 

During the Security in Mobility commu-

nity consultations held in El Wak, 
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Somali pastoralist migrating in search of water and pasture for their live-

stock  in NEP.  



Currently, it is the other way round. 

Communities in Diff and other regions in 

Kenya are sharing the little water and 

pasture available with pastoralists from 

Somalia. In addition, border communities 

are hosting Somali refugees who have 

temporarily settled in Kenya to escape the 

conflict but are avoiding the camps. Food 

aid distribution on the Kenyan side of the 

border have further acted as a pull factor 

for Somali populations to cross into 

Kenya. As a result of increasingly abnor-

mal migration patterns and the movement 

of large numbers of herds to particular 

places, and increase in resource-based 

conflict has been reported, along with 

congestions around water sources (for 

example in places like Diff and Arbaja-

han, Wajir) and over-grazed pastures. 

Some communities even complained of 

animal theft and of a growing number of 

livestock diseases due to unusual migra-

tion patterns. 

Obstacles to mobility 

While vital pastoralists‘ mobility patterns 

described above might seem uncon-

strained and in a healthy state to an out-

sider, it is not so. Communities through-

out northeastern Kenya described how 

identification by sub-clans with defined 

territory had accelerated in recent years, 

at the expense of the fluid and flexible 

system of associating with grazing areas 

that defined the region in the past. This 

development is directly linked to the in-

creasing sub-division of districts and 

administrative locations and the growth 

of clan-based settlements and water 

points. Settlements are mushrooming in 

parallel to the growing number of pastor-

alist dropouts (ex-pastoralists), and sed-

entarization is a necessity to access food 

aid. It is also a prerequisite in order to 

register for a voting card. 

According to numerous pastoralists vis-

ited in the Kenya-Somalia border regions, 

the emergence of new administrative 

boundaries and settlements has had sig-

nificantly negative implications for ac-

cess and exploitation of resources and has 

led to an increase of politicized pastoral-

ist conflicts throughout the region. In the 

larger Wajir District for example, con-

flicts between Somali clans and 

neighbouring Boranaa have occurred 

periodically over the past 20 years, 

while the beginning of the 1990s 

was characterised by serious 

clashes between the Degodia and 

the Ogaden and Ajuran. Conflicts 

between the Boranaa and Degodia, 

the Ajuran and Garre, the Degodia 

and Ajuran and the Garre and Mu-

rulle have occurred since. Al-

though often described as conflicts 

over natural resources, the above 

conflicts are perceived among lo-

cals to have been driven by politi-

cal competition between urban clan 

members and politicians for posi-

tions of chief, councillors and 

Members of Parliament. The in-

crease in chief and councillor posi-

tions over the last years, and the 

more ‗politicized‘ role of district 

administration continues to inten-

sify competition. Local elder-

driven peace initiatives such as the 

Council of Elders and the Al Fatah 

umbrella peace group for the larger 

Wajir have worked hard to hold a 

relative peace in the larger Wajir 

throughout the last years, and have 

extended their peace work across the 

border to Somalia. 

Unrestricted cross-border movement into 

Somali territory, as reported by pastoral-

ist communities, has been challenged by 

the increase of Kenyan border security 

around El Wak, Diff and Liboi areas 

throughout 2009 and longer. Continuous 

fighting in South/Central Somalia, com-

petition over grazing areas between 

‗foreigners‘ and local populations, as well 

as growing fear of the Al Shabaab‘s harsh 

governing of Southern Somalia has fur-

ther limited cross-border migration. Ken-

yan pastoralists returning from Somalia 

complained of animal losses as a result of 

Al Shabaab‘s forceful imposition of  za-

kat or taxes on Kenyan herders. Rooted in 

muslim beliefs, zakat has traditionally 

functioned as a social protection mecha-

nism among the population, but is now 

becoming a deterrence for Kenyan herd-

ers to cross into Somalia. Pastoralist  

migration across administrative districts 

and national borders is a reality and a 

necessity. Restrictions to mobility are 

posing a direct threat to livestock survival 

and to the sustainability of pastoral liveli-

hoods at large. This is even more relevant 

in the context of increasingly frequent 

drought: ―If pastoralists are fully able to 

employ their well-adapted principles and 

strategies designed to overcome the harsh 

and variable conditions dominant in arid 

areas – among which mobility across 

administrative boundaries is central – 

pastoralists are resilient to drought‖. The 

erosion of crucial coping mechanisms 

such as migration, by which people sus-

tain themselves, and limitations to cli-

mate change adaptation is further com-

pounded by shorter recovery periods be-

tween droughts years of neglect by cen-

tral government. Chronic economic and 

political marginalisation, coupled with 

inappropriate development policies have 

dramatically increased pastoralist vulner-

ability to shock and severely limited al-

ternative livelihood options. Only con-

certed, regional efforts to support pastor-

alists through longer term investments 

and appropriate policies that recognize 

mobility needs will make a difference to 

pastoralist livelihoods, and prevent the 

next generation of pastoralists from living 

in poverty. 

Page 4 

Securing Pastoralists’ Mobility in the Kenya – Somalia Borders Areas 

PA ST OR A LIST  V OI CES  

A Somali elder from northeastern Kenya  speaks to the inter-
agency assessment team on the challenges of cross-border 

mobility. 



lutions to problems are homegrown. ―I 

urge international actors who would like 

to be part of the solution to problems 

facing his community to work directly 

with local CBOs and avoid using big 

international organizations without clear 

understanding of challenges facing the 

people,‖ he adds.  

He further asks development partners to 

relate problems with human faces in their 

interventions, which will also be a means 

of promoting  human rights.  

Rotich also points out that conflict in the 

region occupied by the Pokot community 

has had devastating effects. He singled 

out that development in the area has 

stalled as a consequence of conflict, as is 

evident by the abandonment of dispensa-

ries, closing down of trading centres such 

as Amolem, Napeitom, Loyapat and Lo-

melo. In addition, irrigation schemes 

have stalled due to persistent attacks.  

As a result, members of Kenya Key Con-

servationists believe that the resolution of 

conflicts is a pre-requisite when address-

ing social and economic challenges fac-

ing district. 

The journey of a thousand miles begins 

with one step. Key Kenya Conservation-

ists admit that they have a long way to go 

in solving the problems confronting them. 

However, supporting local initiatives is 

an important and sustainable way of em-

powering the community to attain their 

goals. 
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Mineral and oil explorations that are on-

going in northern Kenya are a few exam-

ples of the potential that is waiting to be 

harnessed in Kenya‘s arid and semi-arid 

lands. The harnessing of such potential 

will transform the very lives of people. 

Amidst conflict, food shortages, drought 

and floods, one is able to find young peo-

ple who are optimistic and believe in 

change. Joseph Rotich, a member of Key 

Kenya Conservationists, located in Pokot 

Central district is arguably one of the 

most optimistic youth of his community. 

Rotich is a member of Key Kenya Con-

servationists, a  Community-based Or-

ganization based in Pokot Central Dis-

trict.  Through the CBO, he believes that 

pastoralist communities‘ dependency on 

relief food can be reversed into self-

reliance.  

―It is unfortunate when the perceptions of 

people regarding pastoralists areas in 

Kenya are based on the challenges they 

face as opposed to their potential, which 

is un-tapped and unexplored as a result of 

historical neglect. Key Kenya Conserva-

tionists is making effort to conserve the 

Dong Dong Wetland and wildlife to im-

prove the lives of the community through  

eco-tourism activities. The local agency 

also advocates for initiatives that promote 

community-oriented approaches, particu-

larly their involvement and ownership of 

development initiatives. ―It is through 

such initiatives that youth involved in 

cattle rustling can get alternative means 

of engagement and livelihood,‖ says 

Rotich. A recent 

research con-

ducted by World 

Vision revealed 

that 28 per cent 

of the district 

live in abject 

poverty and the 

same percentage 

faces perpetual 

food shortages.  

Like many other 

pastoralists 

youth, Rotich‘s 

dream is to live 

in an environ-

ment where so-
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 Dong Dong wetland, one of the natural resources targeted by Key Kenya Conservationists for eco-

tourism in Pokot Central District of Rift Valley Province/Joseph Rotich 2010 

Pokot women praying during the SIM inter-agency community consultation in 

Chepareria town of Pokot Central District in July 2009. 
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Turkana District of north-west Kenya 

recorded the highest number of people 

killed in conflict-related incidence for the 

second time in a row this year. Of the 23 

people killed countrywide, 17(73 per 

cent) were killed in Turkana District in 

February. Separately, one was killed in 

Garissa, two in Marsabit while three 

along the Kenya-Sudan border in the 

contentious Nadapal belt. This brings the 

cumulative number of people killed this 

year to 46.  

The proliferation of illegal arms is one 

the factors contributing to increased inci-

dences of conflict. The amnesty given by 

government last year for the surrender of 

illegal arms held in conflict hotspot areas 

expired on 20 February 2010. 

In 2009, frequent raids and cattle rustling 

were dominant in Trans-Mara district 

located in the south western part of the 

country. Peace talks revealed that the 

raids and rustling activities were resource

-based. The Arid Lands Resource Man-

agement Programme (ALRMP) donated 

sh2.5 million for the construction of a 

water pan, for watering animals and crop 

cultivation. The months of January and 

February recorded no killings that were 

as a result of conflict in Trans Mara dis-

trict.  

On the other hand, Government in part-

nership with the United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID) 

supported peace talks that resulted in an 

agreement aimed at brokering peace be-

tween the Turkana and Pokot. Politicians, 

elders, peace committee representatives 

from these communities took part in the 

discussions. They declared 100 days of 

truce and ceasefire during which there 

will be no raids, no stealing of animals 

and free movement of people. In retro-

spect, markets which had been closed as a 

result of the conflict would be reopened 

and both communities allowed free 

movement and unrestricted access to 

markets at Kapeddo in Turkana East Dis-

trict and Nginyang in Pokot East District. 

A Pasture Management and Gracing 

Committees were formed to harmonize 

pasture-related issues to avoid conflict. 

The community representatives suggested 

long-term solutions to the problem of 

insecurity, particularly the inclusion of 

professionals from the two districts as 

mediators, supporting livelihood and skill 

building activities for the youth, educa-

tion and the improvement of infrastruc-

ture such as the road network. 

Meanwhile, 500 people were displaced 

by raging floods when River Suam broke 

its banks in West Pokot District. Roads, 

crops and houses were reported de-

stroyed. The Kenya Red Cross led re-

sponse operations. 
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Turkana District of north-west Kenya recorded the highest killings of 17 people in February 2010 

Upcoming event 

 

Launch of the Security in Mobility 

(SIM) campaign and the proposed 

Normative  Framework on 3 June 

2010 in Nairobi, Kenya. This event is 

organized by the United Nations 

Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA),  

United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP), International 

Organisation for Migration and 

Institute for Security Studies (ISS). 

 


