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GREATER HORN OF AFRICA  
FOOD SECURITY UPDATE 

20th November 2000 
 

 

Rains bring uncertain prospects for the recovery of pastoralists in 
the Greater Horn 
 
Pastoralists in the Greater Horn have borne the brunt of the current drought, in particular pastoral 
communities straddling the Ethiopia and Kenya border who have been at the epicenter of the crisis.  The 
expansion, continuation or scaling-down of on-going relief efforts to pastoralists will be influenced, to a large 
degree, by the performance of the current rains.  The mid-season indications are mixed; heavy early season 
rainfall has been followed by an apparent early end to the season.  Hopes that the good start heralded an 
end to the crisis may be premature.  Unless the rains resume, the recovery in the pastoral areas will be 
delayed and continued assistance required.   
 
Pastoralism is the basis of rural livelihoods 
across a large swathe of the Greater Horn 
(Figure1) and of the main ethnic groups 
who occupy territory spanning national 
borders.  The Afar, Somalis, Boran, 
Maasai, Pokot and 
Turkana/Karamajong/Toposa are all-
important pastoral groups represented in 
two or more countries.  As both livestock 
and people regularly cross these borders 
in search of grazing or relief, it is important 
to analyze conditions from the wider 
regional perspective.  It is also helpful to 
triangulate information from neighboring 
countries to arrive at a better 
understanding of the severity of the 
situation and response required.   
 
Currently large numbers of pastoralists (as 
distinct from agro-pastoralists) are 
beneficiaries of on-going food relief 
activities.  These include 1,500,000 in 
northern Kenya, 500,000 in southern 
Kenya, 200,000 in Uganda, 100,000 each 
in Southern Sudan and Djibouti and large 
numbers in Ethiopia and Eritrea.  The 
available nutritional data indicate that, of 
those included in the current relief 
program, the pastoralists are among those 
hardest hit by the drought. 
 
October to December represents an important rainfall season for most of these pastoral communities.  The 
rains are crucial to determining either recovery or a continuation of relief needs.  The climatology of the Horn 
is complex and hard to generalize.  However, the main pastoral areas, from central Somalia and the Somali 
region of Ethiopia, down south to the Maasai areas of Tanzania, are bimodal and receive ‘short’ rains (which 
are given a variety of local names) between October and December.  The rains progress southwards, 
peaking in late October in Somalia and Ethiopia, but not until December in Tanzania.  These rains are very 
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important in replenishing grazing 
and water to bridge the gap until 
the next rains.  The ‘long’ rains fall 
between March and June and tend 
to have a higher total precipitation.   
 
Rainfall in the northern areas of 
Ethiopia, Somaliland, Djibouti and 
Eritrea, and in Uganda/Sudan and 
neighboring areas of Kenya, 
follows a distinctly different pattern.   
 
Rainfall patterns so far this season 
have been atypical in this main 
pastoral area (Figure 2).   
 
• The Somali and Boran areas 

of Ethiopia and central and 
southern Somalia received 
very heavy rain early in 
October.  Subsequently, the 
rainfall has tailed off 
unexpectedly early. 

• The northern pastoral areas of 
Kenya received similar early 
rainfall, but the amount was 
lower and generally below the 
cumulative average. 

• The rains in southern Kenya 
and northern Tanzania have 
not yet started and are late. 

 
The season is not yet concluded, 
especially in the south of the 
region, and the season is still 
evolving.  However, no good 
forecast is available on the 
probability of the rains resuming in 
November and December. 
 
As described, the cumulative 
rainfall (Figure 3) has exceeded 
the normal rainfall (Figure 4) in the 
southern pastoral areas of Ethiopia 
and south/central Somalia.  In turn, 
vegetative growth is above normal 
(Figure 5).  However, it may be 
easy to draw inappropriate 
conclusions.  Heavy rains often 
result in flash floods and high 
water runoff rather than infiltration.  
Ground reports indicate that 
browse rather than grazing has 
grown in response to the rainfall 

and so the most vulnerable cattle and sheep species (who have suffered most mortalities so far) will not 
necessarily benefit.  The vegetation is also drying rapidly; the cumulative seasonal forage production could 
still be below average and importantly and the dry season could be longer than normal.  
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Fig.  3: Actual rainfall 1st October 
to 10th November 2000 

Fig.  4: Normal rainfall 1st 
October to 10th November 

Fig.  5: Actual Vegetative growth 
(1st to 10th November 2000) 

compared to average 

   

   
Source of data: NOAA Source of data: NOAA Source of data: NASA 

Similar issues apply in Kenya where the rainfall pattern was comparable, with the added concern that for 
most of the northern areas rainfall was well below average.  Consequently, with limited exceptions, 
vegetative growth also remains below average.  Unless the rains resume in late November or December this 
will be a below average season. 
 
The pattern of rainfall seen this season will have important consequences at both the national and regional 
levels.  Primarily at the national level: 
 

• Somalia is relatively well placed to deal with the poor rainfall distribution as it is coming out of a year 
of good crop production and stable welfare conditions.  Concern centers on the border areas, 
especially neighboring Kenya, which have hosted large numbers of Kenyan livestock.  Similar 
movements were noted between Ethiopia and Somaliland.  However, another bad year in Kenya and 
Ethiopia will have the knock-on effect of stretching limited resources in Somalia.   

 
• Ethiopia and Kenya are both in the midst of on-going emergency programs.  Clearly, the final 

outcome of the rains will be critical in shaping future relief activities in pastoral areas.  In Kenya, 
given the long recovery period inherent in pastoral production systems, relief activities are already 
planned to last until June 2001.  The outlook so far is relatively poor and even a resumption of the 
rains, while starting the recovery process, runs the risk of a premature end to relief activities, even though 
pastoral households need a long recovery period.  While Ethiopia has received better rains than Kenya, 
there are concerns that the amount and distribution are still insufficient.   

 
• The Tanzania and Kenyan border areas are an area of increasing concern.  High livestock 

mortalities were observed by FEWS NET on both sides of the border with extremely dry conditions 
and minimal forage availability.  Forage shortages, in particular, have constrained normal coping 
strategies.  An analysis of the livestock losses in the context of the local livelihoods would help in 
justifying new interventions on the Tanzanian side and extended interventions in Kenya.   
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Other issues transcend national boundaries and take on a more regional dimension: 
 

• The ban on livestock exports to the Gulf States due to Rift Valley Fever (see October 2000 FEWS 
NET Regional Update) affects several countries in the region.  The interaction of the livestock market 
with rainfall will be critical.  The ability to maintain the unsold surplus livestock as a form of 
restocking may be constrained by limited rainfall and grazing.  The dry season is when pastoralists 
traditionally exchange livestock for grain.  With terms of trade already declining rapidly, dry season 
milk production (in turn determined by environmental conditions) will be an important factor in 
determining peoples’ coping capacities.  While the early rainfall has diminished the immediate 
consequences, region-wide responses need to be put in place as the flush of growth declines. 

 
• Many livestock are moving back to their home areas with the rains; livestock are reported to be 

crossing back into Kenya from Somalia and from Somaliland to Ethiopia.  This will increase (at least 
in the short term) the availability of milk to family members who don’t move with the herds.  This has 
also reduced competition for resources with the hosting communities.  However, with the poor rains 
so far, this benefit may be short lived.  The availability of grazing and cross-border migrations needs 
to be monitored to assess the impact on livelihoods. 

 
• In Uganda and Kenya a concerted investment in a cross-border peace process appears to be paying 

dividends.  As a consequence, Turkana cattle have been able to remain in Karamajong where 
grazing is better, reducing potential mortalities among the Turkana herds.  This highlights the need 
for similar initiatives elsewhere in the region where the possible dividends are equally beneficial. 
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