
 

 

Opinion Piece 
By Steve McDowell, Regional Advisor, IFRC East Africa Delegation 
 
Drought in the Horn of Africa: Don’t blame it on the rain 
 
12 August 2011, Nairobi — Is the Horn of Africa truly facing the worst drought in sixty years? 
Perhaps. Yet a lot has changed over the past several decades, which helps us understand why we 
are facing a humanitarian crisis today. Most importantly, we should not, “blame the rain”.   
 
Are we are placing unrealistic demands on the rain? 
Pastoral communities have lived and flourished in the Horn of Africa for hundreds of years. During 
that time, rainfall has fluctuated. It is unlikely that rainfall alone can explain the current humanitarian 
crisis. In fact, if we examine rainfall data over the last one hundred years, we can see peaks and 
troughs spread over ten or twenty-year periods. Current rainfall levels are the same as sixty years 
ago, with a period of very high rainfall in between.  As with the current crisis, rainfall fluctuation alone 
may not explain vulnerability to drought.  
 
By closely examining the increasing changes in livelihoods and resource needs, the question we 
should be asking is, “are we are placing unrealistic demands on the rain that did not exist sixty years 
ago?”   
 
Population figures across the Horn of Africa skyrocketed in the past six decades. In pastoral areas, 
five times as many families have been trying to raise five times as many animals. In many cases, the 
natural resource base (i.e., pastures, browse/graze species, and water) has diminished. As charcoal 
burning is a predominant coping mechanism, vast tracts of forest cover have been destroyed. There 
is also the widespread introduction of small arms, and increasing limits on mobility as a result of 
enclosure farming land, that have all heavily impacted pastoralist communities.    
 
Yet despite these changes, the traditional way in which pastoralists maintain their animals remains 
largely the same. A few innovators can be found in every community, but most pastoralists keep 
animals in the same way that their forefathers did 60 years ago, and it has resulted in a gradual 
decrease in livestock holdings. In the past, herds were vast, cushioning a family against losses in 
times of drought. Today, most pastoral communities barely maintain a subsistence-level with their 
animals, let alone herds large enough to sustain households through drought or other shocks.  

Balancing pastoralism with modernity    
Many of the problems for pastoralists today lie not in levels of rainfall, but in the growing gap 
between changing demands and the ability to meet those demands.  Today, when pastoralism is 
facing unprecedented challenges to provide even a subsistence livelihood, the modern world is 
presenting opportunities that decades ago were unimaginable.  
 
Sixty-years ago, pastoralists lived in isolation, virtually cut off from the outside world. Today, the 
explosion in communication technology has removed the walls of separation. Information and 
communication is now easy and instantaneous through mobile phones and the Internet. Stories and 
images of others’ success in pastoral communities - particularly with the youth - are readily 
available. As parents also invest in their children’s education, the expectation is that it will result in 
salaried employment in towns.   
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Pastoralists try to balance this modern world with their livelihoods as well as their traditional and 
cultural identity. Having invested in items that improve their quality of life, households loathe to leave 
them behind to forage for their animals, putting greater pressure on the lands closer-by. Only when 
the rains fail are they forced to migrate further away in search of sustenance.  
 
Part of the problem is that the world has not supported pastoralists to balance their traditional 
lifestyles with the modernity around them. For years, there has been little change in basic services 
available in many pastoral communities.  Governmental investment in education, health, 
infrastructure and economic growth has been lacking.  At the same time, we cannot begrudge these 
communities the opportunity to modernise, to achieve a higher quality of life, or a better future for 
their children. 
 
We simply cannot blame the current crisis on the rain. Even when rainfall is good, it is not enough to 
overcome the changed social and economic conditions that were not there sixty years ago. Rain 
alone is not enough to make it good. Rain alone has not made it bad.     

A rough transition: some adapt more successfully than others 
While many pastoralists are unable to find a balance between modernity and their traditional 
livelihoods, there are some households that are making the transition more successfully than others. 
 
There are a number of very successful pastoralists, even if it is a smaller percentage of the 
community than sixty years ago. This small group of livestock keepers have changed the way that 
they maintain animals. They combine the traditional with the modern.  
 
Many, who have not been successful with their animals, are adapting in other directions: some move 
to town (often not out of choice) to live and work, others send their children to town to stay with 
family members to attend school, and there are some who start businesses from their rural homes. 
A handful of pastoralists move part of their family into relief centres – or locations where relief is 
regularly handed out – and leave the fittest to tend to their animals.  
 
However, many more are caught in between; they remain in rural areas hoping to survive. They 
have a few animals, but not enough, and so they rely on other sources of income such as casual 
labour, craftwork, cutting trees for charcoal. Some may expect to receive aid. It has been this way 
for decades.  
 
It is a rough transition.  There are successes that should be recognised.  At the same time, large 
parts of pastoral communities are vastly more vulnerable than their predecessors were 60 years 
ago. Socio economic changes together with successive droughts over decades have sapped them 
of their resilience.  

Recovery?  No one wants to return to an archaic status quo. 
The humanitarian community has worked to stay relevant to changes in pastoral communities of the 
last sixty years. It is never been more urgent to maintain that effort than now. Appreciating the 
growing impact of socio-economic and environmental changes on vulnerability has prompted the 
need for more innovative means of adaptation. Pastoralists are not interested in returning to a status 
quo of sixty years ago. Many have new aspirations, and they are looking to leave behind their 
vulnerability to drought through development. 
 
Humanitarian agencies must move away from a traditional humanitarian response that can too 
easily become intertwined in the coping strategies of these communities. We need to promote 
adaptation and decrease vulnerability, in order to empower communities and mitigate future crises.  
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Interventions must also come to terms with certain aspects of this changing world, which is outside 
our comfort zone, namely urban migration. The rationale to date has been that communities are 
better off in their rural homes. The current drought emphasises the fallacy of that assumption.  
Urban migration is not only inevitable, but it is an important contemporary drought-coping 
mechanism. Cushioning massive changes, or providing a soft landing, is a valuable relief action, 
which if we can manage to do it well, will ultimately reduce vulnerability to drought in the long term.   
 
But not all pastoralists need to move to town. Rural economies are very small, and they have a very 
limited potential.  Some pastoralists can successfully remain in their rural homes if they can diversify 
their livelihoods, and reduce dependency on rainfall.   
 
Similarly, we must accept that not only the most vulnerable pastoralists need help, but it is also the 
better off pastoralists who are the future of pastoralism in these arid lands. Trying to help failed 
pastoralists – the poorest of the poor – rather than the ones who have a chance at success may be 
compassionate, but not necessarily the best investment. This approach could make a whole 
community more vulnerable by supporting ‘failed practices’ that need to change. 
 
Humanitarian actors and communities alike must avoid the moral hazard of maintaining an archaic 
status quo. Instead, they should help cushion change and reward adaption – ultimately this will 
reduce risk to drought. 
 
The arid lands of the Horn of Africa are in the throes of massive socio-economic and environmental 
changes, with profound implications for traditional livelihoods. The humanitarian consequences that 
have arisen from the current drought demonstrate that the pastoral world has changed. 
Humanitarian aid needs to stop blaming the rain, and to come to terms with these changes as well. 
 
 
The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) is the world’s largest 
volunteer-based humanitarian network, reaching 150 million people each year through its 186 
member National Societies. Together, the IFRC acts before, during and after disasters and health 
emergencies to meet the needs and improve the lives of vulnerable people. It does so with 
impartiality as to nationality, race, gender, religious beliefs, class and political opinions. For more 
information, please visit www.ifrc.org. You can also connect with us on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube 
and Flickr. Visit www.ifrc.org/hornofafrica for stories, photos, Q&A and opinion pieces.                

 
For further information, please contact: 
 
Holger Leipe, Acting Regional Representative IFRC: +254 726 153 883 
holger.leipe@ifrc.org  for operations and cooperation 
 
Stephen Mc Dowell, Regional Advisor: + 254 732 510 617  
stephen.mcdowell@ifrc.org for Food Security & Livelihoods operations  
 
Douglas Masika Senior Resource Mobilisation Officer: + 254 720 461 226 
douglas.masika@ifrc.org for donor contributions 
 
Nancy Okwengu, Senior Communication officer, IFRC; +254 733 632 946  
nancy.okwengu@ifrc.org for regular updates                                                                       
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