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Action alert

As in many other regions of East Africa, the North Eastern Province of Kenya has 
experienced drastic change in weather conditions that have impacted livelihoods to 
the extent that it is no longer possible to either do rain-fed agriculture or grow pastures 
naturally. Given that the government’s attempt to promote alternative livelihoods is 
faced with the resistence of local populations, a more feasible way to tackle negative 
impacts of climate change in this Province would be to encourage livestock productivity 
while maintaining the nomadic culture.

In the North Eastern Province, where poverty rates are some of the highest in Kenya, the main 
economic activity is livestock production while minimal land is under cultivation since pastoralism 
requires large area of land to graze animals. Given the climatic conditions, the region is more 
favoured for livestock production than crop production. Only a few farmers grow cereals, legumes, 
horticulture and oil crops in the few areas having good soils with ample rainfall or on the minimal 
portion (8%) of irrigable land actually irrigated. 

53 days less rainfalls during the “long” rain 
season

An interview with the pastoralists in Garissa indicated 
very disturbing realities of the impact of climate 
change experienced in this region including droughts 
(the last good rainfall was in 2006-07), serious storms 
and floods. In the 60 days between March and April, 
which supposedly is the long-rain season, Garissa 
District received rainfall for a period of seven days only. 
However the down pour was very heavy and resulted in 
floods that caused huge losses estimated at around KES 
670 million shillings.

From herders to climate refugees

The implications are diverse but one related to trade is the loss of market for their stocks that have 
become emaciated. The livestock are usually sold very cheaply to avoid incurring full loss in case 
of imminent death. Given that livestock production is the main economic activity, such losses 
adversely reduce purchasing power of nearly all households in this region and their ability to access 
food. Besides this, pastoralists have also witnessed outbreak of strange livestock diseases, frequent 
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< QUICK FACTS
 »  In northern Kenya, up to 400,000 pastoralists are 

currently internally displaced persons.

 » Communities in the North Eastern Province, 
dominated by livestock keeping, militate against 
crop production for it is viewed as uncultured and 
the number of livestock one owns determines social 
status.

 » In the 60 days between March and April, which 
supposedly is the long-rain season, Garissa District 
received rainfall for a period of 7 days only.

 » Garissa region is dependent on relief food, but most 
of this food finds its way out into the market to be 
sold for cash.
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Frequent and prolonged droughts have driven 
herders to turn to camel and goat keeping.

Garissa Pastoralists Are Not Condemned 
To Become Climate Refugees!

http://www.flickr.com/photos/irinphotos/4173940768/
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and prolonged drought leading to inadequate fodder and pastures for 
their livestock, haphazard grazing patterns as there is no clear dry or 
wet grazing seasons, trending more towards camels and goat keeping 
compared to other livestock, mass climate refugees in settelments 
where people rely on relief food, and migration of both human and 
livestock in search for water. 

Interviews with the senior staff of livestock Ministry at the Provincial 
headquarter in Garissa confirmed that the region is dependent on 
relief food. But, there are logistical nightmares to distribute the food 
throughout the province. A journey over 800km between Nairobi and 
Mandera takes two days due to poor infrastructure and insecurity. 
Even so, most of the relief food, especially from the Dadaab refugee 
camp finds its way out into the market to be sold for cash.
 

Encouraging livestock productivity while maintaining 
nomadic culture

One of the measures being implemented by government to mitigate 
impacts of climate change on livelihoods in this region is capacity-
building on alternative livelihoods other than livestock production. 
However, the impact of this measure is likely to be minimal. It has 
not been taken into account that the socio-cultural orientation 
of communities in North Eastern Province militate against crop 
production, which is viewed as uncultured in this region. More so, the 
community in the region is highly paternalistic, to the extent that  any 
effort to explore other alternative activities has to receive blessings 
from the elders. Given that the elders to make such important 
decisions have known only livestock production, there is usually 
greater resistance against any measure that drives people away from 
pastoralism. Hence, despite the adverse effects of climate change on 
livestock, livestock production continues to be the main economic 
activity. Off-stocking (sale of all stocks) could be encouraged before 
adverse weather conditions set in and re-stocking during greener 

conditions. However, this strategy might not be successful as it doesn’t 
take into account the high regard given by this community to the mere 
number of stocks one owns. 

Given these facts, the most feasible way to tackle the negative impacts 
of climate change on food security in the North Eastern Province might 
be the measures that will encourage livestock productivity while 
maintaining nomadic culture. Measures that will ensure continued 
availability of pasture appears to win the favour of this community. 
To achieve this, the government should consider the following 
interventions:

q   Capacity-building for pastoralists on fodder production, 
conservation and storage, as well as education on the effects of climate 
change on their own livelihoods so as to make informed decisions. 
Overall, any capacity-building measures must take into account 
the low literacy levels in the region –less than 10% of population 
with secondary education –to devise mechanisms, modules and 
approaches that will be adapted to this situation.

w     Support market and water management infrastructure 
development, e.g. by building more water pans and support grassroots 
institutions and water user associations in management of resources.

USEFUL RESOURCES
Animals flock Isiolo from Wajir, Garissa (NTV Kenya)
In Kiina near the border with Wajir, the drought is pushing huge herds of livestock 
towards the Meru national park. Leaders there now fear that the livestock might 
invade the park should the dry spell persist.        http://bit.ly/YZ7ods

Kenya’s neglected IDPs : internal displacement and vulnerability of 
pastoralist communities in northern Kenya (ISS report, 2012)
Can pastoralists, who spend much of their lives itinerant, in search of pasture, 
become displaced? This ISS report demonstrates that they can, and that up to 
400,000 pastoralists in northern Kenya are currently internally displaced persons...       
       http://bit.ly/RslEJS
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Thousands of climate refugees have sought shelter in the world’s largest refugee 
camp, Dadaab.

http://wfp.tumblr.com/post/11099847125/dadaab-seen-from-the-air

