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Understanding Destitution 
 
It is important to start by distinguishing destitution 
and poverty.  Recent research has defined destitution 
in relation to people’s assets and livelihoods, focusing 
on people’s productive capacity, as opposed to a 
more static understanding of poverty related to 
income levels or consumption.  Destitution is also a 
process, not simply a status or outcome.  Destitution 
ultimately renders people unable to meet their 
subsistence requirements even in relatively “good” 
years.  The term first gained widespread use with 
research on the famines of the mid 1980s when it 
became clear that avoiding destitution was a much 
higher priority of vulnerable populations than was 
avoiding the experience of hunger. It quickly came to 
the attention of the humanitarian community in 
Ethiopia in 1999 when the failure of the belg rains (a 
relatively modest shock by historical standards) 
rapidly resulted in widespread and rapid decline in 
humanitarian conditions and an upsurge in stress 
migration (see box on destitution in the Ethiopian 
Highlands). 
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Increasing Destitution Despite Large-Scale Emergency Relief 
 
Behind the headlines of the 1999-2000 emergency in the Horn of Africa was the underlying issue of 
destitution and the extent to which populations are increasingly less able to cope with the shocks of 
drought, floods and insecurity. In this issue of the Greater Horn of Africa Food Security Update the 
destitution process in the region is examined by reviewing the limited existing information on the extent of 
the problem and looking at the practical consequences of destitution for the humanitarian and 
development communities. 
 

Locating Destitution in the Region 
 
Destitution is a process that is found in most 
chronically vulnerable areas of the region. There is 
a relative dearth of information on this process, but 
examples can be found in various assessments 
and research reports.  The most striking example 
of this is the Ethiopian Highlands case (see box).   
However, there are a number of other examples 
from within the region. 
 
⇒ A Save the Children/UK Household Food 

Economy Analysis of two Prefectures in 
Northwestern Rwanda in late 1999, with a 
repeat round in mid 2000, noted that in the 
aftermath of the so-called “infiltrator’s war” in 
1998-1999, an economic recovery has taken 
place in the area.  While this recovery has 
improved conditions for middle and upper 
wealth groups, the ranks of the destitute and 
asset-poor groups (households without land 
and/or with a labor deficit) have been unable to 
improve their circumstances despite the 
improvement in security and good rains.  
 

⇒ The SC/UK Vulnerability Study in Southern Sudan in the wake of the 1998 Bahr-el-Ghazal famine 
noted similar trends among the most asset-poor groups in the population.   

 
⇒ In the South Wollo Highlands of Ethiopia monitoring by SC(UK) has identified a continual process of 

asset depletion since 1996 (see Figure 1).  The number of poor and very poor households has 
increased as the number of medium and ‘better off’ households has decreased.  Furthermore, the 
asset holdings (principally livestock) associated with each wealth group has also declined.  For 
example, it is increasingly uncommon for even ‘better-off’ households to own a pair of plowing oxen.  
Consequently, the resilience of the community as a whole, through transfers between wealth groups in 
times of stress, has decreased. 

⇒  
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Destitution in the North-Eastern Highlands of Ethiopia 
 
In the Northeast Highlands of Ethiopia, repeated crises have been met with emergency food aid 
distributions year after year for much of the past two decades.  Current government policy aims to link 
relief and development by tying food aid to participation in community development works, but it is clear 
that these small-scale projects cannot reverse the underlying causes of this continuing emergency.  
 
In 1999/2000, a much worse year than most, food aid played a vital role in averting a large-scale disaster 
in this area, although it was thinly spread at times.  Through their own efforts and with the help of aid, 
most of the roughly 4 million people of the highlands managed to survive but it would have taken very 
little to tip the whole area over the edge into a rapid and unmanageable catastrophe.  Why are so many 
people so vulnerable — and apparently increasingly vulnerable?  Does it really make sense for government 
and donors to keep analyzing and responding to the problem as an annual emergency?   
 
Recurrent drought is only a contributory or triggering factor in the high levels of chronic food insecurity 
in Ethiopia.  Destitution — a state of extreme poverty where people lose the assets, abilities or 
opportunities needed to make their own living, and become dependent on others — is a major cause, and 
at the same time an outcome, of the repeated food emergencies.  Preliminary research (commissioned by 
SC/UK and funded by DFID) has been mapping out the characteristics of destitution in the Northeast 
Highlands.  Long-term trends within the farming economy include cumulative asset losses due to repeated 
crises; shrinking farm sizes as the population grows; increasing numbers of landless, especially among the 
young; declining soil fertility; and continued, almost total, dependence on uncertain rains.  At the same 
time there are very few opportunities outside farming for people to diversify their income, spread their 
risks, and potentially invest in raising farm productivity.  
 
Social capital may also be declining.  Within rural communities, households are constantly moving into 
and out of poverty, depending on general circumstances, good or bad luck, or life-cycle events (such as 
old age or widowhood, or dependent children growing into able-bodied workers).  There has always been 
a category of the very poor or destitute, who are unable to support themselves even in good years.  The 
fear now is that the number of households in this bottom category is growing, and that at the same time 
community-level assets and support networks are being eroded.  Oxen, for example, are an essential 
resource for plowing in the highland farming system.  Fewer people now own oxen, and the relatively rich 
own fewer than before, so within the community it becomes harder and harder for the poor to borrow or 
hire them.  Not surprisingly, household economy assessments by SC/UK have found that the terms of 
asset-sharing arrangements (such as exchanging labor for plow use, or hiring out land in return for part of 
the crop) may be changing to the detriment of the poor. 
 
More field research is needed to document and quantify how extensive the problem of destitution really 
is, what the processes are for the people involved, and how they could be halted or reversed.  However, it 
is already clear that the problem has major policy implications.  Emergency food aid will never solve the 
underlying problem of inadequate livelihoods and increasing destitution.  Indeed, in some cases it may be 
contributing to the problem.  Yet, unless the root causes are addressed, emergency food aid will continue 
to be needed on a regular basis for the indefinite future, and in rising quantities.   

⇒ In Northern Kenya, pastoral groups who have completely lost their livestock — and more importantly, 
lost their traditional redistribution mechanisms for restocking — have been identified in increasing 
numbers in the assessment studies of various agencies in 2000 and 2001.   

 
⇒ A number of agencies report an increasing number of households falling into destitution as a result of 

the death of a high proportion of people in the most productive age groups from AIDS.
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Figure 1.  Wealth Changes in the South Wollo (Ethiopia) 
Food Economy Zone
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Source: "Monitoring the Impact of Food Aid: The SC (UK) 
Programme in North and South Wollo Ethiopia in 2000", Ellen 
Mathys & Emebet Kebede, SC(UK) Ethiopia, November 2000. 

Destitution rates have clearly 
increased with recurrent droughts 
and complex emergencies in the 
East African region.  However, its 
roots are more complex than the 
cumulative effects of shocks.  While 
the loss of assets, such as livestock 
in drought, is important, a variety of 
other structural factors are involved.  
These may include a decline in 
productivity or diminished access to 
natural resources through land 
fragmentation or depletion; a decline 
in access to markets; a loss of 
household labor assets associated 
with either civilian deaths in conflict 
or with HIV -AIDS; and a destruction 
of social networks, also often a 
result of conflict or HIV -AIDS. 

 
In general, information on destitution as a process, or “the destitute” as a distinct group, is lacking, so it is 
hard to quantify the extent of the problem.  However, the available information is sufficient to indicate it is 
widespread across the region and the numbers of destitute are increasing even where, at the national 
level, aggregate incomes may be improving. 
 
 

Practical Implications 
 
Destitution makes people ever more vulnerable to ever smaller shocks and it seriously impairs their 
capacity to recover from these shocks, even if the general circumstances improve.  It also creates a large 
pool of people who may depend entirely on the assistance of others for their current consumption.  The 
implication of the available information is that, despite the massive injections of emergency assistance 
over the last decades, levels of destitution have continued to increase.  Therefore, unless the process of 
destitution itself can be directly tackled, we can expect emergency relief needs to continue spiraling 
upwards.  This implies that a change in perspectives and actions are required and four main areas of 
action are suggested:  
 
♦ Improving our understanding of destitution  Policy makers need an improved understanding of the 

nature, causes and extent of destitution in order to reverse the process and reduce chronic food 
insecurity.  The needs of destitute households, whose assets are inadequate to meet subsistence 
needs even in a good year, need to be addressed through a shift in perspectives to policy 
interventions that address the causes, and not just the symptoms, of destitution.  The planned study in 
Ethiopia by SC(UK) is potentially a very valuable investment and could inform improved policies 
throughout the region. 

 
♦ Revised monitoring systems  In terms of emergency preparedness and response, destitution 

highlights the fact that in addition to monitoring “traditional” early warning indicators such as rainfall, 
production and market information, and conflict early warning indicators, levels of coping capacity and 
the asset depletion of the most vulnerable groups must also be monitored much more closely.  Where 
people’s livelihoods are much more fragile, lives will be in danger much more rapidly.  Additionally, 
mechanisms are required to track those unable to recover in the aftermath of a shock.  This group is 
sometimes maintained on emergency assistance rosters, even though the “emergency” is past, or 
sometimes simply left to fend for itself.  Separate measures are required for this group to begin to 
recover. 
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The numbers of people falling into destitution may be masked by general improvements in the 
economy.  This is an important point to understand in the context of figures on the incidence of poverty 
in the region from various sources, such as the World Bank or national statistical services, that show 
some reduction in the general levels of poverty in some countries (including all the examples 
mentioned here — even Ethiopia).  Therefore, both for accounting purposes and for targeting 
purposes, a separate mechanism is needed to track the extent of destitution, as opposed to tracking 
general levels of poverty.  Measures such as the depth of poverty begin to get at the issue, but these 
are still aggregate averages for everyone falling below a poverty line, and don’t capture the issue of 
absolute asset depletion, especially human and social asset depletion. 

 
♦ Interventions to prevent the slide to destitution  The design of emergency interventions should 

explicitly take into account the need to prevent households from becoming destitute.  Two aspects 
need particular attention.  Firstly, the objectives of emergency interventions — whether the often 
implicit objective of saving lives rather than saving livelihoods is sufficient.  In turn this raises questions 
about the overall amount of emergency assistance and the form in which it is delivered.  Secondly, the 
timing of the delivery of assistance becomes critical.  Long time lags between identifying a crisis and 
reacting will enhance the chances of an irreversible run down of assets. 

 
♦ Programs to meet the needs of the destitute  International humanitarian assistance is most often 

focused on the “emergency-affected” rather than the chronically vulnerable.  With their needs 
neglected, the destitute are forced to rely on kinship and other networks, which themselves are subject 
to collapse.  In the longer term, rehabilitation of capacity for sustainable livelihoods is one option, but 
this may be an expensive option.  However, attempts at rehabilitation (for example livestock restocking 
projects) have had mixed success.  In some situations there is the concern that this may only succeed 
in returning people to the highly vulnerable state they were in before the last emergency.  If this 
hypothesis is correct we may need to consider, additional, more radical options — providing real 
escape routes for the destitute by transformation rather than rehabilitation. 

 
(We would like to thank Kay Sharp, currently at IDS Sussex, both for the box on destitution in the Ethiopian Highlands 
and for reference to her other unpublished materials used in producing this report.  We would also like to thank 
SC(UK) for use of their information). 
 
 

Seasonal Forecast for the Greater Horn Released 
 
The seasonal climate forecast for March to May 2001 indicates an increased probability of near-normal 
rainfall over most of the Greater Horn of Africa sub-region.  However, the probabilities favor above-normal 
rainfall over Burundi, Rwanda and most of Tanzania.  Near-normal rainfall is expected to support the on-
going recovery by drought-affected pastoralists and farmers.  
 
The forecast is presented in Figure 2 below.  The numbers shown for each zone represent the 
probabilities of rainfall in each of three categories.  The top number represents the probability of rainfall 
falling in the above-normal category, the middle number is for the near-normal and the bottom is for 
below-normal.  Above-normal rainfall is defined as within the wettest third of recorded rainfall amounts in 
each zone; near-normal is defined as the third centered around the climatological median; below-normal 
rainfall as within the driest third of rainfall amounts.  The forecast is for the total cumulative rainfall during 
the three-month period and it does not provide information on the rainfall distribution within this period.  It 
is also emphasized that boundaries between sub-regions should be considered as transition zones. 
 
The seventh climate outlook forum was held in Morogoro, Tanzania between the 14th and 16th February 
2001.  This meeting brought together climate scientists representing national Meteorological Services 
from countries within the region, along with experts from other regional and international institutions.  The 
major factors affecting regional climate, including the weak La Niña episode, were analyzed to produce 
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the consensus seasonal forecast.  The meeting also included representatives from the ‘user’ communities 
of each country, who were tasked with analyzing the probable impact of this forecast.  The March to May 
period represents an important rainfall season for crops and pasture across the region, with the exception 
of northern Sudan where the dry season prevails.   
 

Figure 2.  March – May 2001 Seasonal Climate Outlook 
 
 

 
Source: Drought Monitoring Centre (DMC) Nairobi 

 
Details on the implications of this forecast, along with possible updates, should be disseminated by the 
National Meteorological Services, and other user groups, formed at the meeting. 
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News & Resources 
 
Starting with this issue we intend to provide information on topical meetings in the region; either forthcoming events 
or summaries of outcomes.  Please contact either of the authors should you wish to include information in this section 
in future. 
 
Upcoming regional meetings: UN Administrative Committee on Coordination/Sub-Committee on Nutrition 
(The UN System’s Forum for Nutrition): 28th Session of ACC/SCN, Nairobi, Stanley Hotel, April 2nd–6th 
(including a Symposium on HIV -AIDS and Nutrition on April 3-4, and a working session on adult 
malnutrition in emergencies)  Information at: www.acc.unsystem.org/scn/ 
 
Report on recent regional meetings: A workshop to promote the establishment of a facility and network for 
data and information exchange in the Horn of Africa was hosted by UNEP/UNDP Somalia and attended 
by a cross section of UN agencies, donors, research bodies, private companies and NGOs. This facility 
has been named the “Humanitarian Assistance Information Centre (HAIC)”. Full details are available at 
www.unsomalia.org 
 


