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The recent drought in the Horn of Africa has again generated widespread pessimism about the future of pastoralism in the re-
gion. In this paper we argue that a much more balanced development strategy needs to be adopted in pastoralist areas. First, 
livelihood diversification must become a positive process, through education, infrastructure, and policies facilitating migration 
and nonfarm investments. Second, economic transformation must involve a social and demographic transition through reduced 
fertility rates. And third, transformation of the traditional agricultural sector, dominated by livestock, is needed and is inevita-
ble for the simple reason that it is simply too large to ignore, and no amount of livelihood diversification can create enough jobs 
to pull pastoralists out of poverty. Commercialization efforts, drought management practices, and institutional reforms are the 
three basic pillars to make the sector more profitable and more resilient to droughts. In addition to all this, interventions in 
pastoralist areas need to make greater use of innovative practices, such as ICTs, mobile service delivery, and spatial clustering 
of services. 
 
 The recent 2010–2011 drought in the Horn of Africa—
estimated to be the worst drought in 50 years—has again gen-
erated widespread pessimism about the future of pastoralism 
in the region. In some respects, this pessimism is justified; 
droughts in the region regularly decimate herd sizes, by as 
much as 50–80 percent in the case of cattle, often accompa-
nied by sharp decreases in livestock prices and increases in 
cereal prices, leading to hunger and, in the worst cases, fam-
ine. In addition to these cyclical problems, secular trends in 
human and livestock population growth are widely thought to 
be creating unsustainable pressure on land and water re-
sources. Grazing lands for pastoralists are shrinking, and, while 
climate change has not yet been established in the region, pro-
spects of reduced rainfall and increased volatility would un-
doubtedly hurt pastoralist livelihoods. Politically, too, pastoral-
ists appear to be marginalized within their own countries and 
the ongoing conflict in the region (especially the civil war in 
Somalia) offers no end in sight. Economically, development 
policies have had limited impact in pastoralist areas. In all 
countries in the Horn, agricultural development spending in 
recent years has been 50 percent or less of food aid. In pastor-
alist areas, this ratio is likely to be much lower. 

In this pessimistic context, many feel that pastoralism is un-
sustainable, and that sedentarization and livelihood diversifica-
tion is the right way to go. At the other extreme, livestock spe-
cialists tend to argue that pastoralism makes efficient use of 
the combination of land abundance and climatic variability 
over time and space. Which of these views is right? 

Development strategies 
We argue that a much more balanced development strategy 
needs to be adopted in pastoralist areas. Like any other region, 
development in pastoralist areas will entail economic trans-
formation, but this transformation must involve several pro-
cesses. First, it should indeed involve livelihood diversification. 
However, in recent times the movement out of pastoralism 

has not been a positive “pull” process, but a very negative 
“push” process related to the decimation of herds due to 
drought (Table 1). Research shows that once herd size falls 
below a critical threshold, households cannot sustain a pastor-
alist livelihood. This has resulted in ex-pastoralists being forced 
into more sedentary but more impoverished livelihoods. This 
needs to change; diversification must become a positive pro-
cess in these regions. In the long run, education and infrastruc-
ture will be key to attracting young people into non-pastoralist 
livelihoods. In the short term, policymakers should consider 
policies that facilitate migration and nonfarm investment (such 
as microfinance combined with vocational or marketing train-
ing). Finally, while irrigation expansion has some potential (Ta-
ble 2), current enthusiasm for irrigation projects in lowland 
areas needs to be tempered by an awareness of the high eco-
nomic costs of many irrigation projects. 
Table 1—Self-reported vulnerability in pastoralist and agro-
pastoralist areas of Ethiopia 

 Afar Somali 
Total Livestock Units per household   

2007/08 23.1 14.2 
2008/09 19.0 12.8 
2009/10 15.0 11.3 

In last 2 years, forced to sell livestock to meet 
… emergency food needs 82.5 68.6 
… emergency cash needs 72.0 49.0 
… experienced drought 71.2 74.0 

In last 2 years did any of your livestock suffer from 
… moderate lack of drinking water 30.1 26.5 
… severe lack of drinking water 38.5 26.1 
… moderate disease burdens 7.1 1.5 
… severe disease burdens 4.3 2.6 
… moderate lack of grazing land 29.7 21.9 
… severe lack of grazing land 43.1 26.5 
… moderate lack of drinking water 30.1 26.5 

Source: Authors’ calculations from the Ethiopia Food Security Survey (EFSS), De-
cember 2010–January 2011. These self-reported data need to be treated with 
caution. Since this survey was conducted in Productive Safety Net Programme 
areas, respondents may perceive that they are potential beneficiaries. More 
generally, some livestock experts have noted that the very high mortality rates 
often reported by pastoralists are often implausible. 

http://www.ifpri.org/sites/default/files/publications/ifpridp01176.pdf
http://www.ifpri.org/sites/default/files/publications/esspwp48.pdf


Table 2—Profitably irrigable area in the arid and semiarid lowlands 
(ASAL) of Ethiopia 
Cost scenario Low Medium High 
Profitable increase in irrigated ASAL area (ha) 217,060 159,568 156,030 
Rural ASAL population in 2020 (millions) 22.7 23.0 23.0 
Percentage of 6-person rural households that 

could work 1 irrigated hectare 5.7 4.2 4.1 

Percentage of 6-person rural households that 
could work 0.5 irrigated hectare 1.4 8.4 8.2

Source: Authors’ estimates based on the data and methods described by You et al. 
(2011). 
Note: See ESSP Working Paper 48 for more explanation. 

Second, economic transformation must involve a social and 
demographic transition. In addition to a push on education, 
fertility rates must be reduced. Actual fertility rates and de-
sired fertility rates in pastoralist areas are higher than in any 
other region of Ethiopia. Given the already strained land and 
water resources, more rapid human population growth implies 
more rapid animal population growth, which could push pas-
toralist ecologies beyond their carrying capacity. Achieving a 
demographic transition is consistent with more education, par-
ticularly for girls, as well as with more opportunities for urban 
livelihoods.  

Finally, economic transformation should also involve trans-
formation of the traditional agricultural sector, which in these 
regions is dominated by livestock (pastoralism or agro-
pastoralism). Transformation of the traditional sector is inevi-
table for the simple reason that it is simply too large to ignore 
and no amount of livelihood diversification can create enough 
jobs to pull pastoralists out of poverty. Moreover, despite en-
vironmental and demographic constraints, land and water re-
sources in the Horn of Africa can still support a sizeable live-
stock sector, and there are strong export opportunities for 
lowland livestock products, particularly to the Middle East (in-
deed, formal livestock exports from Ethiopia have been boom-
ing in recent years, partly on the back of public investments). 
But that sector needs to be made more profitable and more 
resilient to droughts. There are three basic pillars for achieving 
this: commercialization efforts (including technological intensi-
fication), drought management practices, and institutional reforms. 

Commercialization efforts and more effective drought 
management can reinforce each other in this respect. For ex-
ample, the principal reasons for why pastoralists do not de-
stock their herds at the onset of drought is not an irrational 
attachment to livestock, but a series of market failures, in-
cluding: inadequate access to early warning systems; poor 
access to markets and high livestock mortality risks associated 
with long treks to markets; inadequate access to health ser-
vices; poor prices during droughts, related to lack of competi-
tion in trade; thin livestock markets for re-stocking purposes; 
and lack of access to credit. Unless these market failures are 
addressed, pastoralists will continue to maximize pre-drought 
herd size, since this is an optimal strategy in the presence of 

these market failures. Commercialization should include im-
proved technologies, such as animal health services, im-
proved breeds, and increased use of information communica-
tion technologies (ICTs; see below). 

In addition, the successful development of pastoralist re-
gions requires a number of institutional reforms. Pastoralists 
are more marginalized than other rural groups because they 
are more isolated, more illiterate, and more divided by cul-
tural and linguistic differences. Moreover, because their live-
lihood is quite unique, pastoralists themselves inevitably pos-
sess much more knowledge of how to successfully maintain 
such a livelihood and of those factors that most constrain 
economic success. All of these factors suggest that policymak-
ing in pastoralist regions must evolve into a much more bot-
tom-up process. For example, it is particularly important to 
reach a new compact on land rights. Although pastoralist land 
rights are quite well addressed in principle, in practice it ap-
pears that cropland expansion is taking place on lands that 
pastoralists have long used for seasonal grazing. Inadequate 
access to grazing lands has been shown to have disastrous 
effects on both long run development and resilience to 
droughts. In turn, pastoralists need to contribute more to 
public revenue and foreign exchange earnings through a 
gradual formalization of trade. Policymakers therefore need 
to further develop institutions that give pastoralists adequate 
voice in land titling and land use processes, and to also focus 
on innovative ways of formalizing pastoralist trade.  

A final point of note is that interventions in pastoralist ar-
eas need to make greater use of innovative practices, such as 
ICTs, mobile service delivery, and spatial clustering of ser-
vices. This is because low population densities increase the 
implementation costs of infrastructure investment and ser-
vice delivery, and because population mobility makes services 
difficult to target. There have already been experiments with 
mobile school and health facilities, but experimentation with 
these service mechanisms should be scaled up. Improved ac-
cess to mobile phones could also reap large benefits by reduc-
ing the economic isolation of pastoralism. Mobile phones 
could be used to deliver messages from early warning sys-
tems and extension services, price and marketing infor-
mation, and even information on grazing land and water ac-
cess. Finally, clustering of services could also be an important 
innovation. In many cases, the infrastructure of traditional 
output markets is inadequate for genuine commercialization 
of the sector. Appropriate output markets may therefore 
need a combination of better road infrastructure and im-
proved access to water, feed, and animal health services. 
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