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here is no doubt that pastoralists in Ethiopia and elsewhere in the
world make use of the drylands in a very adapted and efficient way.
Their contribution to their national economies is considerable, but

often neglected. Freedom to move their herds (‘mobility’) is a key feature of their
livelihood and production systems. However, pastoral resources have become
more and more threatened.

MISEREOR has been engaged in the field of pastoralism in Asia for decades, but
it only started its engagement in Ethiopia during the drought year of 2011/12 by
supporting Church development agencies and civil society organisations work-
ing with pastoralists. Initial work showed that approaches suitable to pastoral-
ists’ livelihoods were needed, as well as a mechanism for ongoing learning in
this field.

The present Orientation Framework is an outcome of this learning process, un-
dertaken with pastoralists in Ethiopia. The Orientation Framework sketches the
principles for the way forward in an explorative participatory approach, building
on pastoralists’ own strategies. While it is a living document in the sense that ex-
periences gathered will continuously feed into future developments, the Orient-
ation Framework also serves as a reference well beyond Ethiopia.

We hope it inspires many actors working with pastoralists in Ethiopia and beyond.

Dr Martin Bröckelmann-Simon
Managing Director, International Cooperation, MISEREOR

This document has been adopted by the Social and Development Commission of
the Ethiopian Catholic Church for their own work with pastoralists.

Preface
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his Orientation Framework for engaging in pastoral development,1 with
a focus on Ethiopia, is a working document for MISEREOR and national
partners. ‘Pastoral development’ is used in analogy with ‘agricultural

development’ but referring to pastoral systems. The framework has three objecti-
ves: (i) fostering coherence in understanding; (ii) providing a basis for a discus-
sion of approaches to and directions for intervention; (iii) identifying consequent
areas of strategic change and adjustment in the way of working – including all
dimensions of project design and implementation, selection, funding and eval-
uation procedures, as well as planning above the level of individual projects,
especially considering the potential side effects on pastoral systems of other
agricultural projects.2

While trying to cover as much ground as possible in a document of this kind,
comprehensiveness could not be and has not been the aim. Instead, the docu-
ment focuses on the points that were found to be either the most fundamental
or the most often misunderstood. As an orientation framework, it does not des-
cribe every corner of the landscape, but concentrates on key landmarks and the
places where history shows that bearings are most easily lost.

Small producers in pastoral systems, including women pastoralists and youths,
are amongst the poorest and most marginalised groups in the world. Historical
underinvestment by development projects has long been combined with ill-
informed interventions. Inadequate assumptions in the processes of knowledge
generation and planning continue to contribute to mechanisms of exclusion. The
economic and ecological value of pastoral systems, actual and potential, is rarely
recognised. Pastoralists rarely get to be heard in the processes aimed at
changing their lives.

MISEREOR is the German Catholic Bishops’ Organisation for Development Coop-
eration, an agency dedicated to fighting poverty in Africa, Asia and Latin America.
MISEREOR supports a broad spectrum of development measures, with a strong
emphasis on people-led development and attention to sustainable agriculture.
MISEREOR seeks and maintains partnerships with development organisations
that benefit the poor, the neglected and the marginalised, irrespective of their
religious convictions. Missionary work is excluded by statute.

This Orientation Framework is organised in three parts. The first part concerns
the understanding of pastoral systems in general and the context of pastoral
development. The second part focuses on the experience of pastoral develop-
ment in Ethiopia. The third part combines these lessons in light of MISEREOR’s
approach to development in order to define six axes of activity. 

Introduction
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his section presents our understanding of
pastoralism. It is based on a review of the
specialist literature worldwide, and especi-

ally that concerning pastoral systems in Africa. For the
sake of brevity and simplicity, the section only focus-
es on fundamental points, plus a small set of impli-
cations. Two ‘landmarks’ addressed at the end of the
next section must be particularly highlighted as they
relate directly to two common sources of confusion:
(i) representing pastoralism as a production system
exclusively belonging to drylands, and (ii) represen-
ting mobility as a coping strategy.

FOUNDATIONS
Existing knowledge about pastoralism reveals a lega-
cy of misunderstanding, debate and unfinished revis-
ion within rural development. It is a highly politicised
space, especially at regional and national levels.3

Today, knowledge about pastoralism is also a hotspot
in a much larger and moving front of reflection within
science in the face of climate change.4 In practice,
this means that there is no direct path to understand-
ing ‘pastoralism’. Knowledge about pastoralism
needs to be checked and negotiated step by step,
turn by turn. That said, substantial work of this kind
has already been done, leaving behind several land-
marks. In the spirit of assisting ‘orientation’, rather
than starting from a definition,5 what follows is a
brief overview of these landmarks.

The science of pastoral development has done a
U-turn. State-of-the-art, specialist understanding of
pastoral systems today is almost the opposite of the
model that dominated the field for most of the twen-
tieth century. The change started within ecological sci-
ences in the 1970s, and hinged on the represent-
ation of environmental variability in drylands: from see-
ing variability as an anomaly, synonymous with dis-
order and risk, there was a shift towards seeing it as a
constitutive element of normality.6 In this new light,
whether dryland variability is a problem or an asset
for food production can only be determined in rela-

tion to a given strategy of production.7 Engaging with
these environments based on the assumption that va-
riability should and can be eliminated can lead to un-
desirable outcomes. Efforts to introduce stability in
these contexts can actually have the opposite effect,
triggering turbulence and reducing resilience.8 The
change in the understanding of variability from an-
omaly to normality shares roots with systems theory,
and the reflection on complexity and resilience within
ecology.9 The inadequacy of the earlier model is now
commonly debated in scientific circles, but the new
model is not yet fully established and operational.10

Drylands are highly variable environments. In the
drylands, rainfall is patchy in time and space. The
chances that a crop will mature or that grass will grow
in a given location cannot be predicted. This variabili-
ty is dependent on the weather, and is further increa-
sed as patchy rains combine with other variables
such as terrain or the opportunistic spread of para-
sites and diseases. Nutrients for livestock accumulate
following the pattern of rainfall, with concentrations
peaking in dryer regions.11 At a lower scale in space
and time, concentrations of nutrients depend on the
lay of the land and the diversity of fodder plants, as
well as on the particular moment pasture is grazed
(nutrients peak in plants just before germination, and
at night, after a day of photosynthesis).

Pastoralism specialises in taking advantage of en-
vironmental variability. Variability makes the dry-
lands a world of brief but important opportunities for
mobile herds. Concentrations of nutrients peak only
for a few days, at different times and in different pla-
ces. If these short-lived opportunities happened all at
once, most of them would be gone before they could
be used. Instead, variability in the spatial and tempo-
ral distribution of nutrients for livestock makes it pos-
sible to access them at their peak concentration over
a period of time significantly longer than the window
of opportunity in any given location. Pastoral systems
worldwide specialise in taking advantage of such va-

Our understanding
of pastoral livelihood systems
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riably distributed opportunities. This shared speciali-
sation is what distinguishes pastoralism from other
livestock systems, and what makes it possible to talk
of ‘pastoralism’ despite the great range of diversity
between pastoral systems themselves.

Pastoralism is about managing livestock grazing
to improve productivity. Differences in the distribu-
tion of nutrients for livestock on rangelands are signifi-
cant at both the macro scale (e.g. ecological zones or
seasonality) and the micro scale (e.g. between the
parts of a plant or the stages of its life cycle). Concen-
trations of nutrients for livestock happen in sequence
as the rains advance, but peak only for a few days. Pas-
toral systems specialise in taking advantage of this
variable distribution by managing grazing itineraries
in such a way that grazing livestock feed better than
they would in the absence of management.12 A herd
able to feed better is also a more productive herd.
Highly specialised pastoral systems use the whole
range of scales from macro to micro, while less spe-
cialised systems operate mostly or only at the macro
level.13

Mobility increases productivity. Mobility is careful-
ly planned, never random.14 As windows of opportu-
nity for better livestock nutrition on rangelands open
up with little notice and close quickly, arriving in the
right place at the right time is essential. Mobile live-
stock that track the rains can enjoy peak concentra-
tions of nutrients in fodder for a period that is signifi-
cantly longer than the period for which nutrients peak
in every location they visit. This achievement, equiva-
lent to ‘making the land work harder’, can be seen as
a form of unconventional intensification. The produc-
tivity of livestock systems in drylands has been obser-
ved to increase together with the degree of mobility
(see Box 1, below). The benefit of mobility for animal
nutrition is appreciated amongst dryland livestock
keepers whether they are pastoralists or not. Mobility,
when possible, is more intense in highly populated
areas and during the rainy season.15

Pastoral systems use variability to manage varia-
bility. Adaptive food production systems in the dry-
lands (pastoralism and farming systems alike) special-
ise in using variability in inputs (environmental varia-
bility) by matching it with variability integrated into
their processes of production (sometimes described
as ‘flexibility’ in the literature).16 In pastoralism, mo-

bility to match the variable distribution of nutrients
for livestock in time and space is the most obvious ex-
ample. Matching variability in inputs (e.g. patchy pre-
cipitation) with variability in processes (e.g. herd mo-
bility) can produce relative stability (e.g. stability of
good quality pasture relative to a herd tracking patchy
and short-lived concentrations of nutrients on range-
land).17 Other examples are communal/flexible land
tenure (e.g. variable ‘access’ options to pasture in
time and space), promoting high levels of biodiversity
(e.g. by rearing different species within the herd and
different sub-groups within a breed) and seasonal
and flexible forms of integration between specialist
crop farmers and specialist mobile pastoralists.18

Pastoralism’s productivity increases together
with its ecological sustainability. If nutrients for live-
stock were uniformly distributed over rangelands, live-
stock ingesting more biomass would effectively in-
gest more nutrients. But in drylands, nutrients for live-
stock are unevenly distributed amidst biomass that is
of little or no use to livestock. As ruminants can di-
gest only a given amount of biomass at a time, ingest-
ing as much undiscerned biomass as possible
means wasting digestive potential on useless mater-
ial. Besides, in normal conditions ruminants faced
with a poor diet lose appetite. Overgrazing by consu-
ming as much biomass as possible is therefore not in
the short-term interest of individual pastoralists, as
famously assumed in the 1960s argument known as
‘the tragedy of the commons’. On the contrary, pro-
ductivity in pastoral systems increases with the possi-
bility of targeting only the nutrients amidst the bio-
mass. The more a pastoral system is allowed to keep
productivity high by operating according to its special-
isation, the further it moves away from the risk of
overgrazing.19

Women in pastoral systems are themselves pasto-
ralists. Women pastoralists play a direct role in pro-
duction and fully partake in the knowledge and com-
plex social organisation that are necessary to run the
system.20 Failure to recognise and build on women
pastoralists’ role as producers (including their infor-
mal power, institutions and communication net-
works) undermines this role and, consequently, wo-
men’s status in pastoralist societies. In the face of
new constraints posed by the intended and unintend-
ed outcomes of development, and consequent prac-
tices of adaptation and maladaptation at the house-
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hold level, women and children often pay the highest
price in terms of workload, loss of status and erosion
of assets and entitlements. Sometimes this price is
so high that life in a pastoral system ceases to seem
a viable option (or women simply reach this conclu-
sion earlier than their male relatives). A reduction in
mobility may increase access to services when these
are exclusively delivered in settlements. Often,
though, these new opportunities are meagre, and ra-
rely compensate for the price that women pay as a
consequence of changes in their livelihoods.

Earlier development work assumed the need to elim-
inate variability. The earlier approach in pastoral de-
velopment stemmed from the experience of temper-
ate climatic conditions in Europe, where rainfall distri-
bution is (or rather used to be) relatively stable and
uniform.21 Narratives of desertification from overgraz-
ing also played a role in creating a sense of urgency
and legitimising authoritarian actions.22 Interven-
tions were focused on ‘introducing order’ in the form of
uniformity and stability, for example by replacing
local variable/flexible conditions with top-down rigid/
static settings. Variability in processes of production
was easier to target than variability in the environ-
ment, thus efforts to create order in drylands concen-
trated mostly on eliminating process variability, first
of all mobility.23 The current theatre of pastoral deve-
lopment, and more broadly of rural development in
dryland regions, is the outcome of decades of prob-
lem-framing and development ‘solutions’ based on
the view of variability as inherently problematic, and
the efforts of local producers to adjust to such ‘solu-
tions’, sometimes with undesirable consequences.

With variability being constitutive of drylands, it
makes sense to build on it. Dryland food production
systems, including pastoralism, have co-evolved with
highly variable conditions. We can say that they are
‘at home’ with variability. They have learned to har-
ness the opportunities offered by environmental varia-
bility by integrating variability into their processes
of production. Within this logic, access to a variable
range of locations, even if relatively uncertain, is bet-
ter than secure access to just one location; keeping a
variety of species in a herd, or of crops in fields, is
better than keeping just one; integrating crops and
livestock at a variety of spatial and temporal scales is
better than integration at just one scale (e.g. season-
al or intermittent crop–livestock integration between
specialist groups is better than permanent integration

at the farm level). Where variability is the norm, adapt-
ing to work with variability rather than against it
means higher productivity and more resilience. It fol-
lows that any form of pastoral development commit-
ted to respect the ‘do no harm’ principle needs to be
able to recognise the functional variability already in-
tegrated into processes of pastoral production, and
refrain from interventions that directly or indirectly
lead to reducing it.

Pastoral systems have strong social and econ-
omic linkages with the urban context. Pastoral sys-
tems are far from being an isolated phenomenon of
the countryside. Virtually every pastoralist extended
family has some members in town. In many pastoral-
ist groups (e.g. Somali), economic surplus from live-
stock is reinvested in urban businesses. On the other
hand, an unknown but most likely substantial propor-
tion of the livestock in pastoral systems is the prop-
erty of urban investors. In many pastoral regions, the
market in milk and often peri-urban milk production
have become important dimensions of the pastoralist
economy, with milk-bearing cows kept closer to the
settlement.24 In most cases, these strategies depend
on the existence of the pastoral system for their suc-
cess, for example milk animals in peri-urban settings
are returned to a mobile pastoralist herd at the end of
lactation and replaced with new ones. 

Marketing strategies vary according to levels of
wealth. Wealthier households enjoy more options
with regard to what to sell (which animals, how many,
at what age) and when (taking advantage of moments
when the terms of trade with cereals are favourable).
They can supply larger numbers of animals and nego-
tiate better prices. Their animals are also often in bet-
ter condition. Overall, wealthier households are more
likely to respond to and benefit from incentives for
commercialisation and export. Poor households, mean-
while, must prioritise the building of their herds.
They also use the market, but they sell their produce
and livestock mostly out of necessity and therefore
are much more likely to suffer from unfavourable
terms of trade.25 They are rarely able to access export
markets. In their case, simply increasing their expos-
ure to the market, or introducing incentives for the
sale of livestock, does not guarantee benefits.

The economic value of pastoral systems is poorly
captured in public data. Case studies consistently
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point to the substantial economic contribution of pas-
toral systems in their respective countries. Such em-
pirical evidence suggests that pastoralism is not only
the main source of livelihood for millions of people,
but also that it plays a substantial role in domestic
and export markets, creates jobs both in primary prod-
uction and along several value chains, supports farm-
ing systems through manure and draft animals, and
provides tax revenue and environmental services.26

Only a small proportion of this complex value is cap-
tured in public data, especially in Africa (starting from
the actual magnitude of pastoral systems both in
terms of people and livestock).27 This invisibility of
pastoralism in the statistics that inform policy-making
distorts evaluations of costs and benefits when consid-
ering land-use conversions and alternatives to pas-
toralism. 

Pastoralism also belongs outside drylands. Advo-
cacy arguments often emphasise pastoralism’s capac-
ity to use dry regions that are otherwise unsuitable
for crop farming. This is not incorrect, but it should
not overshadow the fact that this valuable use of dry
regions for food production is only sustainable if limi-
ted to the rainy season. Above all, while acknowledg-
ing pastoralism’s capacity to use dry regions, one
should be aware of the risk of fostering a represent-
ation of pastoralism as a production system that be-
longs to the drylands. Pastoral systems operate in
wetter areas for the larger part of the year, and always
have – in regions where there is only one annual
rainy season, for example in the Sahel, pastoral sys-
tems operate in wetter, crop-farming areas for up to
eight or nine months per year. Herds fatten mostly on
the northern rangelands during the rainy season, but
the system depends on the wetter, agricultural areas
to run from one rainy season to the next.

Mobility is a strategy of production. Even sources
that have wholly embraced the theoretical shift in the
understanding of variability in drylands sometimes
still represent pastoralist mobility as a coping strat-
egy, something pastoralists do out of necessity in
order to survive in a hostile ecosystem. No matter
what the theoretical premises might be in these
cases, or whether there is indeed an intention to just-
ify mobility, calling it a coping strategy anchors the
analysis to old-style pastoral development, and the
legacy of understanding dryland variability as inher-
ently problematic. Pastoralist mobility might help in

the case of droughts or crisis, but it often peaks (or
used to peak) during the rainy season, that is at times
of abundance. As we have seen, the role of mobility
as a strategy of production, or indeed a strategy to in-
crease productivity (something that adds value, an
unconventional form of intensification) is what mat-
ters most in the understanding of pastoralism. The dis-
tinction is far from being semantic. Mobility-as-a-
coping-strategy has only conservative value, and locks
pastoralists into a livelihood system barely able to
make it through the year, with no prospect of improve-
ment. In this scenario, pastoralists are like people
stranded in a lifeboat, just waiting to be saved. The
only future lies in getting out of pastoralism. On the
other hand, mobility-as-a-production-strategy takes
pastoralists into the future as specialist users of
highly variable environments (a situation that is ex-
pected to become more and more common). In this
scenario pastoralists are masters of variability – even
if things can sometimes go wrong, especially when
their specialist strategies are undermined or cannot
be implemented. 

1940s
Colonial veterinarians Paul Mornet and Kas-
soum Kone, in their work on Bororo zebu raised
by Fulani Wodaabe in Niger, attributed the
surprising performance of the Wodaabe pas-
toral system to mobility: ‘in order to be able to
keep their zebu in good condition, the Fulani …
continue this ceaseless roaming and every
year win … this challenge of keeping alive ani-
mals whose nutritional needs (given their size)
are disproportionate to the capacity of the pas-
tures’ (Mornet and Koné 1941: 179).

1960s
At a UNESCO symposium in Paris on the pro-
blems of arid zones, Brémaud and Pagot
(1962) argued that the sedentarisation of pas-
toralists resulted in both ecological and econo-
mic losses.

Pastoralist mobility as an advantage:

BOX 1

a history of empirical observations
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1970s
ORSTOM geographer Henri Barral talked of ‘the
necessity of reverting Sahelian pastoralists to
mobility’ (Barral 1974: 135).

The first study describing the biology of one
complete annual cycle of mobility in a Sahelian
pastoral system found that herds fed on a diet
0.6 times (dry season) to 4 times (wet season)
richer in protein content than the diet they
would have had in the absence of mobility (Bre-
man et al. 1978; Breman and De Wit 1983).

An intensive 12-month study of a number
of herds in the migratory and sedentary sec-
tors of the livestock economy of southern Dar-
fur found that ‘in almost every production para-
meter the performance of the former is super-
ior to that of the latter’ (Wilson and Clarke
1976: 47). 

Empirical studies of the impact of the Sahe-
lian drought of 1969–1973 found more severe
losses associated with a lower degree of mob-
ility (Bernus 1977; Mesnil 1978).

1980s
ILCA scientist Poul Sihm listed amongst the
causes of project failure the ‘one-sided empha-
sis on technical assistance as a means of ac-
complishing development [and] encourage-
ment, by developers, of government attempts
to control pastoralism, including largely futile
efforts to settle the pastoralist, regardless of
the fact that this means destroying the most
valuable aspect of pastoralism – its mobility
and flexibility in the utilization of a marginally
productive land resource’ (Sihm 1980: 30).

In 1983, in conclusion to a major research
project on the Sahel, scientists at the Centre
for Agrobiological Research in Wageningen,
Netherlands, warned that ‘Replacing noma-
dism and transhumance by sedentarism will
have a very negative effect on animal producti-
vity’ (Vries 1983: 30).

A study looking at this issue in terms of the
ecology of populations of wild ungulates in the
Sahel found that ‘Wild ungulate populations
migrate to make use of nutritious but very seas-
onal food supplies. In doing this, they main-
tain a higher population size than they could 

as sedentary populations’ (Sinclair and Fryxell
1985: 987). 

A study carried out by the ILCA Ethiopian
Rangeland Programme found that the mobile
pastoral systems run by the Boran were highly
productive: ‘compared with Australian com-
mercial ranches in a similar climatic environ-
ment, the Borana produce nearly four times as
much protein and six times as much food energy
from each hectare’ (Cossins 1985: 1). 

An ILCA study modelling pastoral systems
states that ‘it is clear that pastoralists need to
employ a wide range of management and move-
ment strategies to exploit fully the different fo-
rages available and to minimise the effects of
fluctuating supply between seasons and years’
(Leeuw 1986: 252). 

A study of human responses to risk and un-
certainty in highly variable environments found
that amongst Sahelian pastoralists, ‘Mobility …
works by taking advantage of the spatial and
temporal structure of resource failure’, mean-
ing environmental variability in the drylands
(Halstead and O’Shea 1989: 3).

1990s and 2000s 
Empirical studies of the impact of the 1984
Sahelian drought find more severe losses
associated with a lower degree of mobility
(Habou and Danguioua 1991).

In range ecology: ‘The producer’s strategy
within non-equilibrium systems is to move live-
stock sequentially across a series of environ-
ments … exploiting optimal periods in each
area they use … Herd management must aim at
responding to alternate periods of high and
low productivity, with an emphasis on exploit-
ing environmental heterogeneity rather than
attempting to manipulate the environment to
maximise stability and uniformity’ (Behnke
and Scoones 1993: 14–15). 

‘When herds are moved opportunistically to
‘follow the rains’ they gain access to a more bal-
anced forage supply than if they were kept in
one place’ (Bayer and Waters-Bayer 1995: 61).

Twenty-six independent studies of pastor-
alism in nine countries of East, West and South-
ern Africa found returns per hectare several 
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times higher than ranching (Scoones 1995;
Ocaido et al. 2009). 

A comparative study of herds in sedentary,
transhumant and nomadic systems in the
Sahel of Niger found that productivity indices
and herd production parameters rank in favour
of the most mobile systems. In the case of cat-
tle, productivity in sedentary systems was 20
per cent lower than in nomadic systems (Ver-
dière 1998).

A study of knowledge about animal nutri-
tion amongst the Wodaabe of Niger found that
herders use mobility to lengthen the period
when green pasture is available, and that there-
fore ‘seasonal herd moving is a sophisticated
method of putting into practice a long-term
program of animal nutrition’ (Schareika et al.
2000: 312).

‘Livestock productivity is directly affected
by whether animals are moved to seasonal pas-
tures or are grazed all year around settle-
ments … Sheep that were moved in each of the
previous four seasons gained on average 5 kg
weight over winter, compared to village-based
sheep that lost on average 8 kg, being stall-fed
or foraging on over-grazed ranges within 5 km
of villages over winter’ (Kerven et al. 2006: 107). 

A study of mobile sheep husbandry in the
French Alps found that shepherds increase the
quality of their flocks’ nutrition by manipul-
ating their grazing itineraries in ways that
repeatedly boost their appetite in the course of
the day (Meuret 2014).

IMPLICATIONS
The methodologies of pastoral development are often
compromised. Even when old assumptions based on
the understanding of variability as an anomaly have
been questioned and updated in the theoretical pre-
mises of pastoral development, they often continue
to linger in methodological tools and practices, for ex-
ample in off-the-shelf definitions and classifications,
administrative procedures, mechanisms of appraisal,
standard indicators and scales of observation. In so
far as these methodological tools are a legacy of the
old assumptions, they focus on the uniformity and
stability of conditions as the norm, and treat variabil-

ity as a problematic anomaly. This legacy of analytical
inadequacy and misplaced attention produces distor-
tions that contribute to what has been described as
the ‘technical exclusion’ of pastoralists – from public
data as well as from processes of governance and
development.28

The category ‘agro-pastoralism’ can be mislead-
ing.29 Most people specialising in crop farming in
drylands also keep livestock and keep their herds mo-
bile if they can.30 This reality is poorly captured by
classifications of agricultural systems, which are usu-
ally locked into a focus on crops. Producers in past-
oral systems are classified as ‘agro-pastoralists’ if they
practise any amount of crop farming. On the other
hand, households in farming communities are classi-
fied as ‘farmers’ even if they keep important numbers
of livestock. To disaggregate the producers in pastoral
systems based on whether or not pastoralism is ac-
companied by crop-farming strategies can magnify
farming in the eyes of development and administra-
tion while hiding the magnitude and economic import-
ance of pastoralism. This leads to a vicious cycle of
misrepresentation, as producers who specialise in pas-
toralism soon learn to emphasise crop-farming prac-
tices in an attempt to gain visibility. Besides, farming
is just one of a range of strategies added to livestock
rearing in pastoral systems. Trading and seasonal
wage labour are also common, to name just two, but
even classifications of livestock systems single out
only the presence of crop farming. The category ‘agro-
pastoralism’ therefore needs to be treated with cau-
tion, and possibly avoided, while assumptions about
the inherent primacy of crop farming over livestock
keeping should be carefully monitored.

Pastoralists’ problems are rooted in history more
than in nature. All the problems in drylands, even
those most detached from natural causes, sooner or
later manifest themselves as vulnerability to drought.
The processes that today undermine the resilience of
pastoral systems, however, are neither new or of natu-
ral origin.31 Development has been a force for change
for nearly a century, trying to replace local variable
conditions (the functional variability deliberately inte-
grated into processes of production) with top-down
static settings. Current analyses of vulnerability and
the resilience of pastoral systems need to be ground-
ed in a sound understanding of this legacy, and
should be wary of representations of pastoralists’ prob-
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lems as being driven by natural forces (or ‘endog-
enous’, ‘local’ or ‘traditional’ circumstances). Climate
change only adds complications to a long history of
ill-informed treatment (see Box 2).

Climate change is neither the end nor the fault of
pastoralism. Two main arguments have dominated
the discourse around pastoralism and climate change
for the last ten years or so. One is that although pas-
toralism is adapted to cope with variability, the in-
crease in variability due to climate change is pushing
it over the edge. The other is that pastoralism itself
ranks top amongst livestock systems as a cause of
greenhouse gases (GHG), and therefore of climate
change. Neither of these arguments is correct. The
first argument rests on the outdated understanding of
variability as a problem. The specialisation of pas-
toral systems, however, is not in coping with environ-
mental variability, but in taking advantage of it. There-
fore there is no self-evident explanation of increased
vulnerability from increased variability. What might
be expected is rather less vulnerability compared to
other livelihood systems that use the same environ-
ment (all other inputs being equal). Questions there-
fore need to be asked about what is getting in the
way of pastoralist specialisation, starting with looking
at obstacles to mobility. As for the second argument,
it is rooted in methodological flaws that are now ack-
nowledged and under study, even in high-level policy-
making processes like the Livestock Environmental
Assessment and Performance (LEAP) partnership at
FAO.32 When the carbon footprint of pastoral systems
is measured with methodologies appropriate to the
context, the annual carbon balance appears to be
neutral.33

Visions of modernisation have been unnecessar-
ily narrow. Views of dryland variability as a problem,
and of pastoral systems as part of the same ‘disor-
der’, have unnecessarily limited the vision of modern-
isation throughout the history of pastoral develop-
ment. As a consequence, modernisation programmes
have mostly focused on replacing pastoralism rather
than modernising it. ‘Modern’ alternatives have been
picked amongst a range of off-the-shelf models of
livestock production from other countries and other
ecological and economic conditions, usually with dis-
appointing outcomes. The potential of using scientific
knowledge and modern technologies to study and
strengthen pastoral systems – that is, production sys-

tems that are already supporting livelihoods in dry-
lands as well as generating substantial economic
value – has generally remained out of sight. It is key
to national goals of sustainability and resilience that
pastoral systems are included in visions of modern-
isation, though not as an obstacle to be removed but
as a constitutive element to be built upon. Other
wealth-generating strategies, such as the use of dry-
land minerals and gas, can be integrated in judicious
ways that benefit existing local livelihood systems,
and do not need to be in competition with them.

Pastoral development is development of pastoral-
ism, not out of pastoralism. Early pastoral develop-
ment programmes focused on ‘rationalising’ a live-
stock sector assumed to be in a state of disorder.34

–    enabling movement and eliminating restric-
tions to access grazing reserves in times of
drought; 

–    supporting and developing indigenous in-
stitutions, including democratic and ac-
countable associations of producers, includ-
ing their higher-order federations; 

–    addressing the constraints to pastoralism
posed by macro-economic and sectoral pol-
icies such as exchange rates, external trade
in livestock and livestock products, and
subsidies on crop inputs and feed, as well
as the bureaucratic burdens on owners and
traders in livestock; 

–    providing non-livestock-based savings insti-
tutions (‘pastoral banking’); 

–    introducing water points to facilitate the
movement of stock to enable drought-time
grazing, this being dependent on careful con-
sideration of ecological and social impacts; 

–    improving security functional to a more effi-
cient use of available pasture (insecurity
often prevents the use of large extensions
of rangeland, especially remote drought-
time grazing reserves).

Source: Barton et al. (2001)

Policy components to improve 

BOX 2

drought resilience
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As pastoralism was seen as part of the state of disor-
der, development had no place for pastoralism; at
best it would assist pastoralists in moving out of pas-
toralism (i.e. out of the problem). In this light, econ-
omic diversification was designed to replace pastoral-
ism even where it could have been designed to sup-
port or complement it.35 There is now overwhelming
evidence that seeing pastoralism as a problem has
been a mistake, and that the adaptive specialisation
of pastoral systems represents the most sustainable
and efficient way of using drylands for food produc-
tion.36 In this new light, it is clear that pastoral dev-
elopment needs finally to become the development
of pastoralism, working with pastoral systems to sup-
port and strengthen them, improving pastoralism as
a profession and safeguarding the integrity of its key
resources. This does not mean forgetting those who
do not wish to follow a life of pastoralism, or who
have been squeezed out of it in times of crisis. They
need help to reorganise their lives and find alterna-
tives, especially as social marginalisation and poor for-
mal education has placed them at a severe disadvan-
tage.37 However, conflating ‘pastoral development’
with facilitating exit strategies undermines pastoral-
ism and generates confusion.

More ‘pastoralists’ does not automatically mean
more livestock. In production systems where as a gen-
eral rule only non-productive animals are marketed,
herds grow at their own pace, helped by periods of
abundant pasture, and are kept in check by periodic
crises such as droughts and epidemics. Human pop-
ulation growth in pastoral systems cannot increase
herd growth rates. In fact, larger pastoralist households
would have higher costs, which would require selling
more animals. Amongst the great majority of less
wealthy families, marketing could only increase at the
cost of selling productive animals, therefore reducing
the pace of herd growth rather than increasing it. 

Adapted to the future. Pastoral development as
development out of pastoralism was institutionalised
for so long that it lingers on, even after the mistake of
this policy has been acknowledged. Substantially un-
changed landscapes of interventions are now being
justified on different premises: the belief that pas-

toral systems are inherently flawed has been replaced
by the belief that they are now damaged beyond re-
pair, and inevitably crumbling under the pressure of
demographic growth and climate change. Narratives
of pastoralist ‘resistance to change’ are replaced by
narratives of a ‘new pastoralism’, but only to come
back to the same old policies. The kind of pastoral de-
velopment that might catch up with the most recent
changes in pastoralism and the environment is once
again based on the assumption that variability is a
problem. The resulting portfolio of interventions very
much resembles pre-1990s ‘business as usual’: the
transfer of technology to reduce variability, promoting
sedentarisation and crop farming, converting key pas-
toral resources to other uses – development and
modernisation out of pastoralism. 

We do not share the view that pastoralism has no
future. If many people who identify themselves as ‘pas-
toralists’ are now living outside the system, the num-
ber of producers in pastoral systems is certainly big-
ger, especially in Africa. The relatively low cost of
meat in domestic markets in the face of fast-rising de-
mand and growing livestock exports is a strong indi-
cator that pastoral systems remain productive des-
pite the burden of old and new challenges. Even
where serious damage has indeed been done, these
adaptive livelihood/production systems are well
worth the cost of recovering them, and development
agencies have a moral responsibility to invest in this. 

The challenge of pastoral development today is to
build on the specialisation of pastoral systems, the
specialisation in taking advantage of dryland variabi-
lity by matching it with variability integrated into pro-
cesses of production. Learning to distinguish this crit-
ical specialisation from the ‘noise’ brought about by
the legacy of ill-informed interventions and conse-
quent maladaptation, and the complications brought
about by climate change, is the first step. Then, in-
vestments can be directed to use the resources now
available in science and technology to foster pastoral-
ists’ specialisation and make it stronger and better.
With global climate change, environmental variability
is becoming the norm not just in drylands but all over
the world. The lesson from livelihood systems that
are ‘at home’ with variability, like pastoralism, seems
more relevant than ever.
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CIVIL SOCIETY, POLICY
AND THE INSTITUTIONAL
LANDSCAPE

The transformation in knowledge about pastoralism
in the 1990s was followed by a flourishing of pastoral-
ist social movements and had a substantial impact
on policy and legislation. This section gives an over-
view and a few highlights.

PASTORALIST SOCIAL
MOVEMENTS

National networks of pastoralist organisations have
been formed in India and Africa since the 1990s.
Some examples are the Association pour la Redyna-
minisation de l’Elevage au Niger (AREN), founded in
1990; the Pastoralist Indigenous Non-Governmental
Organisations (PINGO) forum and the Pastoral Wo-
men’s Council, both established in Tanzania, respecti-
vely in 1994 and 1997; the Samburu Women’s Trust
in Kenya, established in 2006; and the First Pastoral
Parliament in Gujarat in 2008. 

At the global level, the Association of World Rein-
deer Herders, created in 1997, has so far held six
world congresses.38 The World Alliance of Mobile Indig-
enous Peoples (WAMIP), created in 2003, has chapters
in seven regions, including Africa, Asia, Latin America
and Europe, and has held four global meetings.39

All over the world, pastoralist social movements
have produced formal declarations in an attempt to
gain a voice in the policy-making processes that af-
fect their livelihoods (a list of such declarations can
be found in Annex 3, below). In virtually all such de-
clarations, pastoralists have asserted their expertise
as livestock professionals and called for a fundamen-
tal rethinking of pastoral development. Top priority
has been given to a call to stop and reverse the un-
dermining of pastoralist mobility and the conversion
of rangelands to other uses. In 2010, the Mera Decla-
ration by women pastoralists also stressed women’s
role as producers in pastoral systems.40 Connections
with the global ‘food sovereignty’ movement have
also been explored.41

Pastoralist social movements have not happened
in isolation. A loose network of supporters across the
world, involving national and international NGOs, uni-
versity departments, research institutes and UN agen-
cies, has accompanied them in various ways. The
main formal statements on pastoralism by scholars

and international organisations include the 2002
Dana Declaration on Mobile Peoples and Conserv-
ation and the Dana+10 Statement,42 the 2015 Nyéléni
Declaration of the International Forum for Agroecol-
ogy,43 and the 2016 Cancun Statement for the Promo-
tion of Sustainable Pastoralism, made at a side event
of the 13th Conference of the Parties of the Conven-
tion on Biological Diversity.44

Between 2001 and 2005, the UK based Inter-
national Institute for Environment and Development (IIED)
and the Kenyan NGO RECONCILE ran a project called
‘The Reinforcement of Pastoral Civil Society in East
Africa’. In 2003, UNDP published an inventory of
‘myths about pastoralism’45 and held the ‘Global Pas-
toral Programme Formulation Workshop’ in Nairobi in
2004. This eventually led to the establishment at the
International Union for the Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) of the World Initiative for Sustainable Pastoral-
ism (WISP). In the Horn of Africa, the Pastoralist Com-
munication Initiative organised several large pastoral-
ist gatherings between 2005 and 2010, including a
global gathering in partnership with the UN Office for
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in
2005.46 Since 2009, the Coalition of European Lob-
bies for Eastern African Pastoralism (CELEP) has com-
bined efforts by European and African partners to
lobby policy-makers in Europe to recognise and sup-
port pastoralism. In 2011/12, IUCN-ESARO produced
the Global Perspective on Minimum Standards and
Good Practice in Pastoral Development.47 The docu-
ment was the result of a substantial process of con-
sultation through WISP’s large network of pastoralist
civil society organisations, practitioners and scholars.48

Two years later, the FAO launched the Pastoralist
Knowledge Hub, with an online portal in six langua-
ges (including Chinese, Arabic and Russian), which is
now in partnership with 37 organisations.49 The In-
ternational Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD)
dedicated the 2016 global Farmers Forum to pastoral-
ism, and in 2018 published two sets of guidelines fo-
cusing on Engaging with Pastoralists – A Holistic De-
velopment Approach.50 A UN International Year of
Rangelands and Pastoralism (IYRP) is in preparation,
involving a coalition including the FAO, IFAD, the Inter-
national Land Coalition, CELEP, IUCN and the Interna-
tional Livestock Research Institute (ILRI), as well as sev-
eral pastoralist civil society organisations. The govern-
ment of Mongolia presented the IYRP proposal to the
FAO at the 26th session of the Committee on Agricul-
ture last year, backed up by the Ethiopian delegation.51
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LEGISLATION AND POLICIES
Over the last twenty years, several countries have pro-
duced legal frameworks centred on the formal recog-
nition of pastoralist mobility as an asset, the recog-
nition of pastoralists’ customary access rights and
communal management systems, and the recognition
of pastoral resources and the importance of protec-
ting them. Examples from Africa are Mauritania
(2000), Mali (2001, 2010) and Niger (2012). Works in
this direction are also underway in Chad.52

Legal and policy arrangements for cross-border pas-
toralism worldwide have recently been reviewed in an
IUCN study for the FAO.53 Technical and legal issues
on the governance of pastoral lands have been re-
viewed as part of the process for implementing the
2012 FAO Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible
Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests.54

The Pastoralist Knowledge Hub portal includes a
search engine for pastoralism-relevant legal documents
worldwide, based on the FAO legislative and policy
database FAOLEX.55

The African Union’s Policy Framework on Pastora-
lism (2010).56 The first pan-African policy framework
on pastoralism. It ‘emphasises the need to fully involve
pastoralist women and men in the national and regio-
nal development processes from which they are sup-
posed to benefit’ and acknowledges the problem-atic
legacy of pastoral development: ‘Many past attempts
to support pastoral development failed to recognise
the strengths of pastoralism, and did not balance the
need for greater pastoral representation and good
governance, with appropriate technical approaches’.57

The framework supports pastoralism as a way of life
and as a production system, and emphas-ises the im-
portance of pastoralists’ ‘strategic mobility’ for value
creation and sustainable resource use.58 There is re-
cognition that ‘pastoralist ecosystems often trans-
cend national borders and that movement within these
systems is economically and ecologically rational’,59

and that improved understanding of the economics of
pastoralism amongst policy-makers is central to the
policy-making process.60

In 2010, 160 women pastoralist delegates
from 31 countries met in Mera (Gujarat, India)
for six days to ‘strengthen alliances and for-
ward practical solutions to issues that affect us’.
The discussion resulted in the Mera Declaration,
a 29-point plea ‘to governments, governing
agencies of the United Nations, other relevant
international and regional organizations, re-
search institutes and our own customary lead-
ers’. The Mera Declaration is unequivocal in as-
serting women pastoralists’ front-line role as
livestock professionals. 

Excerpts from the Mera Declaration: 
‘We, the women pastoralists gathered in Mera,
India, from November 21–26, 2010, represent-
ing 31 countries … call on governments, govern-
ing agencies of the United Nations, other rele-
vant international and regional organizations,
research institutes and our own customary lead-
ers to support us and to: RECOGNISE pastoral-
ist mobility as a fundamental right … ENSURE
the equal rights of pastoralist women and re-
cognize their key role in society. This includes
the recognition of the work of women pastoral-
ists as a valid profession and as a fundamen-
tal component of pastoralism … ADAPT existing
legislation to take into account the specifici-
ties of pastoralist ways of life and differentiate
nomadic and transhumant pastoralism from in-
tensive livestock production. … PROMOTE re-
gional policies and treaties that take into ac-
count trans-border pastoralism and respect trad-
itional grazing territories and migratory pat-
terns. These are to be negotiated in consult-
ation with pastoralist women … DEVELOP legisla-
tion that restricts development that harms or
threatens pastoralist livelihoods … DEVELOP
mobile facilities that respect pastoralist reali-
ties and are in line with the needs of pastoral-
ist women … SUPPORT and fund research into
new technologies that further improve the effi-
ciency and environmental sustainability of pas-

toralist ways of life. These technologies should
be attuned to the needs and realities of pas-
toralism and should take advantage of renew-
able and easily accessible natural resources’.

The Mera Declaration

BOX 3

of Women Pastoralists (2010).
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The National Policy for the Sustainable Develop-
ment of Northern Kenya and Other Arid Lands
(2012).61 The first national policy consistent with the
African Union Policy Framework on Pastoralism. One
of three key challenges addressed is ‘how to protect
and promote the mobility and institutional arrange-
ments which are so essential to productive pastoral-
ism’.62 Pastoralism is defined as ‘an animal pro-
duction system which takes advantage of the charac-
teristic instability of rangeland environments’ (see
Box 4). The policy promises that ‘the government will
… recognise, through legislation, pastoralism as a legi-
timate form of productive land use and development
on the same basis as farming and incorporate the
value of dryland goods and services within national
economic planning’.63

The international declarations of N’Djamena and
Nouakchott (2013). The N’Djamena Declaration was
endorsed by the participants at a regional dialogue
on the contribution of pastoral livestock to the security
and development of the Saharo-Sahelian areas, in-
cluding several ministries.64 The declaration states,
‘As pastoral livestock and trade constitute one of the
main legal and peaceful activities in the areas concer-
ned, they form a crucial line of defence against inse-
curity across the region’. The promotion of transhum-
ant livestock pastoralism is recommended. States
are invited to: (i) ‘put the pastoral livestock sector at
the heart of stabilisation and development strategies
for the Saharo-Sahelian areas in the short-, medium-
and long-term’; and (ii) ‘establish and implement pro-
active and coherent policies to improve governance,
strengthen resilience and enhance the economic and
social viability of activity systems in the Saharo-
Sahelian areas’. The Nouakchott Declaration on Pas-
toralism was produced in the context of the ‘High
level forum on pastoralism in the Sahel’ and endorsed
by six Sahelian countries (Burkina Faso, Mali, Mauri-
tania, Niger, Senegal and Chad).65 The declaration
states that ‘pastoralism is a driver of growth, security,
peace, stability, and job creation, and contributes to
reducing food insecurity, malnutrition, and poverty in
regions to which it brings life and structure’. The
signatory parties state that ‘viewpoints have changed
and pastoralism is now recognized as an effective
practice and lifestyle suited to the Sahelo-Saharan
conditions’.

The AU-IBAR Livestock Development Strategy for
Africa (2015).66 Builds on the the AU Policy Frame-
work for Pastoralism, confirming that ‘An important re-
quirement for the pastoralist livestock production sys-
tem is mobility’. It mentions the potential opportun-
ities with high-value markets when investing in the

The definition of pastoralism
‘The term refers to both an economic activity
and a cultural identity, but the latter does not
necessarily imply the former. As an economic
activity, pastoralism is an animal production
system which takes advantage of the charac-
teristic instability of rangeland environments,
where key resources such as nutrients and
water for livestock become available in short-
lived and largely unpredictable concentrations.
Crucial aspects of pastoralist specialisation
are: 1. The interaction of people, animals and
the environment, particularly strategic mobility
of livestock and selective feeding; and 2. The
development of flexible resource management
systems, particularly communal land manage-
ment institutions and non-exclusive entitle-
ments to water resources’. 

Why a focus on pastoralism?
‘First, pastoralists are among the groups most
marginalised from socio-economic services
and infrastructure. Successful achievement of
national and international development tar-
gets will depend on the extent to which atten-
tion is given to the distinct challenges facing

Pastoralism in Kenya’s first 

BOX 4

ASAL policy

pastoral communities. The second reason is
that, until recently, most governments viewed
pastoral areas as net consumers of national
wealth that offered poor prospects of return on
investment. Pastoralism was therefore less
valued than other forms of land use and less
well-supported. Recent studies have shown
that these views were misplaced.’ 

Source: Republic of Kenya (2012: iii).
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specific quality of pastoral livestock (e.g. organic) and
underlines that ‘Mobility and holistic resource man-
agement and community managed grazing practices
will be important features of any such initiatives’. The
policy states that, ‘In general, with the exception of a
few countries, livestock rearing is mostly household
based, with smallholders and pastoralist households
constituting the vast majority of producers’. In East
Africa, ‘the livestock sector strives to record annual
growth and remains as the preferred sector to minim-
ize and spread risks of shocks and enhance resilience
of disaster prone and vulnerable communities’. In
West Africa, ‘competitiveness … is also the strength
of the farming systems in the region (pastoral, agro-
pastoral) … [I]t has been shown that there is a differ-
ential in cost of production in favour of the Sahelian
countries as compared to the large livestock export-
ing countries (Brazil, Argentina, USA, EU, Australia

and New Zealand)’. 
The UN Agenda 2030 (2015).67 Goal 2.3 of the UN

Agenda 2030 requires secure and equal access to
land for small-scale food producers, including pasto-
ralists. By 2030, the aim is to ‘double the agricultural
productivity and incomes of small-scale food produ-
cers, in particular women, indigenous peoples, family
farmers, pastoralists and fishers, including through
secure and equal access to land, other productive re-
sources and inputs, knowledge, financial services,
markets and opportunities for value addition and
non-farm employment’. 

Other regional institutions such as the Common
Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA),68

the Inter-Governmental Authority on Development
(IGAD)69 and the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS) are also recognising the im-
portant benefits of livestock mobility.70

his second part of the Orientation Frame-
work focuses on pastoral development in
Ethiopia. Here we present our understanding

based on an overview of the literature, only focusing
on the points of reference that appear essential for
navigating this landscape. 

THE ROAD SO FAR
Development programmes as known today made
their appearance in Ethiopia in the 1950s. Interven-
tions were limited to the southern highlands and the
predominantly pastoral lowlands,71 and concentra-
ted on the transfer of technology and structural trans-
formation. Important dry-season grazing reserves used
by Afar and Kerrayu Oromo pastoralists were turned
into commercial concessions for large-scale sugar-
cane and cotton plantations run by Dutch and British

companies, and meant to supply the export mar-
ket.72 This loss of grazing reserves is known to have
played a part in the severity of the famine in Afar dur-
ing the drought of 1972–1974.73

In 1960, the first rangeland development pro-
gramme, designed and funded by the World Bank,
was supposed to increase livestock production and
commercialisation in the eastern and southern low-
lands. The improvement of access roads, veterinary
services, marketing facilities and water supplies was
also planned but proved a challenge to implement.
Two similar projects followed in 1973 and 1975. In
some areas, especially in the south, for example Bo-
rena, permanent water points were introduced in
order to open up wet-season rangelands to year-round
use.74 It is now common understanding that these
early programmes largely failed to produce their
expected outcomes.75

Our understanding
of development and pastoralism
in Ethiopia

T
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During the Derg military regime (1974–1987), deve-
lopment continued to favour large-scale agricultural
projects, indeed with increased vigour, although
ownership shifted from private concessionaries to the
state.76 In 1978, the National Revolutionary Develop-
ment Campaign and the Central Planning Supreme
Council prioritised the expansion of state farms. The
following ten-year plan (1983/4 to 1993/4) focused
on the conversion of pastoral land for large-scale irri-
gated agriculture.77 Villagisation, planned in the
1975 land reforms, was implemented on a large
scale.78 Cross-border mobility at all levels, down to
district (woreda) borders, was restricted. With on-
going civil war in several regions, insecurity further re-
stricted grazing options. 

In 1991, the transitional government found a
country more divided and poorer than it was in 1974.
A new constitution was drafted in 1994, establishing
a parliamentary republic alongside ethnic federalism,
with the first multiparty elections held the following
year.79 Led by the EPRDF (Ethiopian People’s Revolu-
tionary Democratic Front), the new Ethiopia launched
on its greatest development race ever.

Ethiopia’s pastoral development since 1991 has
been analysed in detail. A comprehensive review up
to 2008 was carried out by the UK Department for In-
ternational Development (DFID) at the request of the
Government of Ethiopia, as part of a study on pas-
toral economic growth and development in the
country.80 The last decade is covered in a recent
study commissioned by the World Bank.81 A number
of thematic studies are also available, focusing on
water interventions,82 land tenure and planning,83

education,84 gender,85 livestock and marketing,86

and climate and drought management.87 There is gen-
eral agreement in this literature on the positive
change and the overall integrity of the new admin-
istration with regard to development, but it also high-
lights important elements of continuity with past re-
gimes.88

The new vision of development is broader and
more ambitious than ever, and lowlands have been
given specific attention. A neglect of lowlands in the
past is officially acknowledged, and important invest-
ment is being made in pastoral regions. However, pol-
icies and interventions have struggled to free them-
selves from the spell of the old ‘development out of
pastoralism’ approach. Pastoral systems are seen as
a liability more than an asset, at best at odds with
modernisation, and ultimately the expectation is that

they will be phased out as development moves in.
Even programmes described as ‘pastoral develop-
ment’ have largely remained oriented towards support-
ing and encouraging non-pastoralist activities and
ex-pastoralists/non-pastoralists more than pastoral
production and trade, and pastoralists as producers
in pastoral systems.89 Highlights of critical dimen-
sions of intervention are provided below.

‘[A]cross three different political systems,

the Ethiopian government has adhered

to a policy of developing pastoral areas

with large irrigated estates operated either

by the commercial sector or the state,

combined with pastoral settlement schemes

for small holders. No efforts of comparable

duration or ambitiousness have sought

to explore the productive potential of the

extensive livestock production systems

indigenous to the lowlands and that produce

both live animals and products for a range

of different markets, including export’
(Little et al. 2010a: 21)

Sedentarisation. New investment has been articu-
lated around ‘phased voluntary sedentarisation’ in
pastoral areas, especially along the banks of major
rivers, as the main direction for transforming pastoral-
ist societies into farming communities.90 The claim
in policies and programmes that sedentarisation
should be voluntary exists alongside statements that
‘sedentarisation is the only option’.91 Bilateral and
multilateral donor organisations have contributed to
this project by creating new boreholes, fixed-point
basic services and managed grazing schemes as in-
centives for settlement.92 In some areas, especially
in the Somali regional state, planned state interven-
tions for sedentarisation and commercialisation have
combined with the progressive appropriation of pas-
toral land by local elites.93 People who lost their
land to the development-driven expansion of com-
mercial agriculture have little alternative to the poor
working conditions and low pay of agricultural wage
labour.94 Reports from newly planned villages in the
Omo Valley highlight growing insecurity and poverty.95

Water development. The creation of new water
points has always been a favoured activity in pastoral
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development.96 In Ethiopia, water development has
been a core incentive in the ‘phased voluntary seden-
tarisation’ programme. A sectoral perspective has do-
minated these interventions, driven by the assump-
tion that any increase in the availability of water will be
of universal benefit. Systemic implications, for exam-
ple in terms of resource management or ecological sus-
tainability, remained largely unconsidered, despite
the almost universal claims of operating with a hol-
istic approach.97 Water provision to encourage settle-
ment has effectively favoured people who already
have a livelihood in settlements, even if elsewhere,
over those who have a mobile livelihood, even if near-
by. In some cases, development has provided water
by the drop while taking it away by the bucket. The
Gibe III dam has effectively made the flood-retreat
agriculture that was a major source of staple food in
the Lower Omo Valley impossible.98 Following the
construction of the Kessem-Kabana dam and irriga-
tion scheme in Oromia, herders now trek often more
than 250 km just to secure pasture and water for their
animals (see Annex 4).99

of pastoralist use as a form of land use on an
equal basis with farming – a legacy of the previous re-
gime – was not rectified. With the end of the Derg, fe-
deral policies and legislation relevant to pastoral
areas left this crucial point substantially overlooked.
Land use and planning remained highly contentious.
Ethnic federalism could allow for adapting land policy
to the specific needs and conditions of land use in
pastoral systems, but comprehensive land-use plans
are not yet available in any of the pastoral-dominated
regional states except for river-basin develop-
ment.102 Since 1991, millions of hectares have been
offered to investors, although so far the response has
been lower than expected due to the lack of infra-
structure. Land-use conversion programmes in pas-
toral areas typically target the most fertile land (e.g.
riverine land).103 Such areas are typically dry-season
grazing reserves that enable the productive use of much
larger extensions of land during the wet season. The
actual productive value of these complex use patterns
is typically overlooked in cost–benefit analyses of
land-use conversion, which focus exclusively on the
value of the pasture on the land considered for use
conversion.104 Rangelands are also increasingly frag-
mented as a consequence of invasive plant spe-
cies,105 urbanisation and the privatisation of land
and water, as well as the proliferation of private en-
closures in certain areas.106 Dispossession for com-
mercial farms, mechanised agriculture and irrigation
have also been substantial.107

Social inequality. Pastoralists are known to be ‘ser-
vice poor’. Access to services in pastoral areas, includ-
ing opportunities for marketing, remains well below
national averages.108 As for wealth disparity, al-
though it is not new amongst pastoralists, it has be-
come wider and more permanent. The current model
of commercialisation in the livestock sector, pushed
by development programmes and pulled by increased
demand for meat on domestic and exports markets,
is redistributing livestock from the poor to the rich, re-
warding wealthy operators while making it more diffi-
cult for poorer pastoralists to rebuild herds or with-
stand drought.109 Wealthier households have greater
capacity to control key land and water resources (e.g.
by owning wells and underground cisterns, and by
putting up enclosures) with negative impacts on
poorer herders (directly or indirectly). Wealthier house-
holds are also those best placed to engage with ex-
port markets. The current emphasis in development
on increasing production and exports plays against

‘[I]nterventions that intend to build resilience

are too often capital projects without any

budget allocated for the necessary oper-

ations and management – for example, one

community visited had a health centre built

through an international donor, but no doc-

tors or nurses to staff it, and no supplies for

treatment – a prime example of a complete

waste of money’ 
(Venton et al. 2012: 78)

Land tenure. Virtually all the land base of pastoral
systems – all the rangelands and forests in Ethiopia –
was appropriated by the state under the 1955 Revi-
sed Constitution.100 The 1975 land tenure reforms of
the Derg government focused on farming, but four ar-
ticles (out of 33) mentioned ‘nomadic lands’. Pastora-
lists were granted ‘possessory rights over the lands
they customarily use for grazing or other purposes re-
lated to agriculture’, but ‘international agreements re-
lating to nomadic lands’ were not affected.101 New
and important areas of pastoral land were lost to de-
velopment and conservation programmes, none of
which were ever returned. The lack of legal recognition
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impoverished pastoralists, who cannot command ac-
cess to export markets and whose primary interest is
not to sell more but less, while trying to rebuild a
viable herd.110

Women pastoralists. Women in pastoral systems
face a double disadvantage: as pastoralists and as
women. As pastoralists, they face social, economic
and political marginalisation. As women, they face
inequality in accessing resources, social services and
participation in decision-making. When economic
pressure trickles down to the most vulnerable groups,
women pastoralists are hit twice. The privatisation of
land (enclosures) and water points is increasing the
workload associated with finding water and fodder,
both as a net loss of resources and as a physical bar-
rier, for the majority who have no share in the pro-
cess. The commercialisation of basic resources, like
water, is shifting the balance of control in favour of
men, who have more chances to access cash and be
involved in management committees. The commercial-
isation of livestock and livestock products has a simi-
lar effect as men have been the primary target of
these interventions, based on the incorrect assump-
tion that livestock keeping is their prerogative. Sedent-
arisation can be associated with worsening cond-
itions for women in terms of workload and social con-
trol, while men’s workload and sense of status are li-
kely to decrease with the loss of livestock usually as-
sociated with settling.111 Female genital mutilation
(FGM), child marriage and domestic violence against
women are present in the country in proportions that
are much larger than the estimated population of
pastoralists (12 per cent), indicating the importance
of these problems, but also that they are not specific
to pastoralist communities (see Box 5).

Violent conflict. The experience of violence is deep-
ly rooted in the history of modern Ethiopia, and its
long-term consequences can hardly be underestim-
ated. In some cases, poor planning and unintended de-
velopment outcomes have exacerbated latent cond-
itions of enmity and created new ones.112 The inci-
dence of violent conflict increases when rights are
unclear or contradictory, and when the hope for jus-
tice has been eroded (for example, when rights and
opportunities to access key resources are being
changed from the outside, or with support from the
outside, without consideration of pre-existing insti-
tutional arrangements).113

‘Despite the importance of commercialization

as a trend which can cause and reinforce

pastoral vulnerability, it is a trend which

seems to be understated or even absent

from the policy narratives and related strate-

gies of many government and donor actors.

Where livestock marketing and exports are

mentioned, it is always from a position of

universal benefits’
(Aklilu and Catley 2010b: 2)

–    Female genital mutilation, all types aggre-
gated (aged 15 to 49): 65 per cent (2017).
The most invasive form of FGM, Type III, is
prevalent amongst Afar and Somali, and ac-
counts for about 8 per cent of all FGM (28
Too Many 2013).

–    Child marriage: This affects 40 per cent of
women aged 20 to 24, with the highest pro-
portion (74 per cent) in Amhara (Presler
Marshall et al. 2016).

–    Lifetime physical and/or sexual intimate
partner violence: 28 per cent (2016)

–    Physical and/or sexual intimate partner vio-
lence in the last 12 months: 20 per cent
(2016)

Source: UN-Women (2018)

Selected national gender indicators 

BOX 5

for Ethiopia

‘From livelihoods and food security perspec-

tives, intractable and violent conflict is prob-

ably the single most important factor for the

continuation or worsening of conditions in

pastoralist areas. Therefore, when describ-

ing the vulnerability context of food-insecure

pastoralist areas, conflict cuts across shocks,

trends, and even seasonality’ 
(Catley and Iyasu 2010: 54)
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PASTORAL SYSTEMS
IN THE CONTEXT
OF MODERN ETHIOPIA

A fast-changing country. Over the last fifteen years,
Ethiopia has undergone impressive transformation.
Just to pick some examples from a recent World Bank
country profile, while population almost doubled,
estimated life expectancy at birth increased by about
25 per cent; road density and electric power con-
sumption per capita increased by almost 300 per
cent; mobile-phone subscriptions increased from
zero to half of the population (now close to 100 milli-
on), and internet use rose from 0 to 15 per cent; indu-
stry contribution to GDP, which had been around 10
per cent between 1990 and 2010, doubled, albeit
still state driven and concentrated in construction,
electricity and water (with manufacturing down at 5
per cent of GDP). Some 25 per cent of households in
rural areas have access to either solar (16.4 per cent)
or metered electricity (5.7 per cent shared; 4.4 per
cent private).114

Ubiquitous small-scale agriculture with livestock.
Nearly all rural households (98 per cent) and 64 per
cent of households in ‘small towns’ (with populations
of less than 10,000) engage in agricultural activities;
95 per cent of food and 85 per cent of national em-
ployment depend on agriculture. Livestock is kept by
approximately 90 per cent of rural households and 48
per cent of small-town households. About 86 per cent
of households that own livestock have at least one
head of cattle.115 Small-scale production, scattered
on average over 11 fields per farm, is predominant.
Some 87 per cent of producers operate on less than 2
hectares in total, 64 per cent on less than 1 hectare
and 40 per cent on less than 0.5 hectares.116 There is
a great need for fertiliser,117 especially in the high-
lands, where productivity is higher but soil depletion
and land degradation are a widespread and long-
standing issue.118 Inorganic fertiliser is prohibitively
expensive for most, with benefits rarely matching the
cost, due to unpredictable conditions (capital-intensive
fertiliser-based production assumes predictability,
therefore uniformity and stability in the production
environment). For the five main grain crops, the maj-
ority of what is harvested is used for home consump-
tion, with 8 to 21 per cent marketed. According to the
Ministry of Agriculture, post-harvest losses are as
high as 30 per cent.119

Importance of local knowledge. Both crop farming
and livestock keeping are mostly reliant on local
knowledge and practices. Some 80 to 90 per cent of
food grain production is from local seed stocks, while
local breeds represent most of the livestock. Partici-
pation in ‘livestock development packages’ is less
than 1 per cent, but about half of households use im-
munisation services.120

Magnitude of pastoral systems. Research carried
out for IGAD suggests that livestock production ac-
counts for about 45 per cent of agricultural GDP, rather
than the official 32 per cent, as several livestock
functions are not presently included in the calcula-
tion, such as the value of draught power to crop pro-
duction.121 The proportion of the livestock sector re-
presented by pastoral systems is uncertain (the last
pastoral livestock census was in 2003/4). The com-
mon assumption is that 30 per cent of cattle, 70 per
cent of goats and all camels are in pastoral systems.
Based on the total value of livestock in Ethiopia as
calculated in 2008/9, this would correspond to 34.8
billion birr ($1.28 billion).122 Lowland pastoralism is
estimated to produce 35 per cent of red meat and 38
per cent of total milk nationally,123 as well as 20 per
cent of the plough oxen used by highland farmers.124

This value is produced by some 2.4 million to 3 million
households (12 million to 15 million people with an
average household size of 5 people),125 officially
classified into 29 ethnic denominations (Oromo, So-
mali and Afar being the majority). Pastoral systems
are significant in Somali and Afar regionals states,
large areas of Oromia and the Southern Nations Na-
tionalities and Peoples (SNNP) region. They are also
found in some areas along the highland–lowland grad-
ient (for example in parts of North Gondar).126 Live-
stock is the only agricultural activity for 30 per cent of
households in predominantly pastoral regions.127

Integration of pastoralism into the wider economy.
In regions where pastoralism is predominant, 30.7
per cent of household income is from ‘non-farm enter-
prises’, mainly distributed across various categories
of non-agricultural business and services.128 Rural–
urban connections in these regions are the norm. Pas-
toralist households have relatives and social capital
in towns. In the Somali region in particular, remittan-
ces from urban centres and from abroad are
common.129 Surplus from animal production is in-
vested  in urban-based business (a practice called
chirkad).130 There is also significant integration,
albeit not without tension, across the lowland–high-
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land gradient. Markets for grain and livestock located
in highland–lowland interface corridors are the most
dynamic. When security conditions allow, lowland pa-
storalists take their herds to higher altitudes or mid-
altitude areas during the dry season, while mid-altitu-
de pastoralists who also farm send them down to
lower altitudes during the farming season. Pastora-
lists work as wage labourers on farms. Both groups in
different areas rent land from one another.131

Contribution of pastoralism to the export market.
The supply for Ethiopia’s livestock export sector
comes almost entirely from pastoral systems, especi-
ally from Borena, Afar and Somali regions. Live ani-
mals exit Ethiopia via Somaliland, Puntland, Kenya,
Sudan and Djibouti. The official annual value of this
market was calculated to be around $150 million in
2009, not counting the route through Djibouti (for
which there were no data at the time). Including offic-
ial and unofficial channels, also excluding Djibouti,
the value of cross-border trade was estimated at
$325 million.132

Cereal–livestock terms of trade and food security.
In periods of food security, the livestock–cereal ex-
change rate can be in the order of 1:2 to 1:15 – that
is, a pastoralist can secure between twice and 15
times more energy by exchanging an animal for cere-
als than by eating it. However, when food security is
poor, the livestock–cereal exchange rate becomes
especially unfavourable to pastoralists. Livestock pri-
ces drop while the price of cereals increase. Deteriora-
tion of the livestock–cereal exchange rate varies ac-
cording to the grain in question, highest in the case
of maize. Thus, low food security within a rural econ-
omy where the main staple food is maize are par-
ticularly high-risk conditions for vulnerable producers
in pastoral systems. During the great 1970s drought,
the deterioration of cereal–livestock terms of trade
caused more destitution amongst Ethiopian pastora-
lists than animal mortality.133

The ‘crisis of pastoralism’. Small-scale producers
in pastoral systems are not all equally vulnerable.
Fine-grained analysis suggests that those in medium-
to high-wealth groups are actually ‘moving up’,134

becoming wealthier and more secure. Thus ‘crisis of
pastoralism’ indicators need to be read in the light of
these internal differences. The numbers of those suf-
fering from destitution need to be read against the
numbers of those who remain operational within the
production system. While most pastoralists are proba-
bly struggling, overall livestock production in Ethiopia

– as visible in marketing – has remained steady, a sit-
uation that suggests, more than a systemic deficit in
inputs, a shift in the distribution of ‘entitlements’
amongst producers.135

The economic value of pastoral systems is poorly
captured in public data. An investigation into the con-
tribution of pastoral systems to Ethiopia’s national
economy, carried out in 2006 using a ‘total economic
valuation’ approach, concluded that, ‘by failing to
acknowledge the contribution of breeding, milk and
other animal products, it is conservatively estimated
that pastoralism’s official contribution to Ethiopia’s
GDP is undervalued by more than 50 per cent’.136 A
comprehensive review in 2010 talks of a ‘major syste-
matic undervaluation of the economic contribution of
pastoralists to the national economy: i. poor informa-
tion on pastoral systems … ; ii. magnification of for-
mal trade over informal trade (domestic and cross-
border) … ; iii. lack of information on the value of non-
marketed outputs, both domestic consumption and
the contribution to crop-farming via draught animals

‘A person's ability to command food – in-

deed, to command any commodity he wishes

to acquire or retain – depends on the entitle-

ment relations that govern possession and

use in that society. It depends on what he

owns, what exchange possibilities are

offered to him, what is given to him free,

and what is taken away from him’

(Sen 1981: 154)

‘If vulnerability to drought is increasing, the

reasons have to do with declining ability to

cope, rather than increasingly frequent or

abnormally severe drought events’

(Devereux 2006: 14)

‘Restrictions on mobility, disregard of

indigenous knowledge, lack of political

power and incompatible land tenure

systems are some of the reasons which

have brought this marginalization’

(Gebeye 2016: 4)
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and manure’.137 The Integrated Surveys on Agriculture
of the Ethiopia Socioeconomic Survey (ESS), the main
survey of the Central Statistical Agency (CSA) of Ethio-
pia, focuses on districts (woreda) classified as ‘agro-
pastoral’, therefore capturing pastoralists when and
where they also practice crop farming but mostly mis-
sing them out when they do not. Well short of half of
the total cross-border livestock trade has been captu-
red in national statistics.138

The cost of losing pastoralism. Between 2002 and
2012, Ethiopia spent over $730 million per year in
drought-related response, with just $3.3 million on
disaster prevention and preparedness (DPP). On ave-
rage, donor funding on DPP has been 0.59 per cent of
humanitarian aid.139 The current level of represent-
ation of pastoral systems in public data allows only a
marginal and partial understanding of the cost of dis-
mantling the pastoral economy, for example in terms
of reduced exports, food (milk and meat) production
and increased needs for food aid. Those pastoralists
who have become destitute, even if in the hundreds
of thousands, are few in comparison to those who
continue to make their living within these systems. A
large proportion of the estimated 12 million people in
pastoral systems in Ethiopia, perhaps the vast majori-
ty of them, is squeezed in the vulnerable region of the
wealth spectrum. The economic and ecological conse-
quences of letting this vulnerable majority cease fol-
lowing their livelihood as pastoralists – or indeed push-
ing/pulling them out – have not yet been estimated
but are bound to be unsustainable. 

THE INSTITUTIONAL
LANDSCAPE IN ETHIOPIA

Following regime change in 1991, the introduction of
ethnic federalism with the 1994 Constitution,140 and
the first Economic Development Strategy in 1994,
Ethiopia has embarked on a remarkably peaceful and
fast-paced journey aimed at reaching middle-income
country status. The strategy adopted to achieve this
goal has undergone successive adjustments. In par-
ticular, the shift from the first to the second Agricul-
tural Development-Led Industrialisation (ADLI) strategy
in 2005, and the first Growth and Transformation Plan
(GTP I) for 2010 to 2015,141 marked: (i) a move away
from an exclusively state-driven approach to an open-
ing up to entrepreneurs and foreign investors; and (ii)
a shift of emphasis from peasants as the engine of
economic growth to commercial agriculture, industry

and urban sectors, with benefits for small-scale pro-
ducers in agriculture now expected to be mostly indirect. 

After 2011, the project of fast economic growth
was blended with the principles of the ‘green econ-
omy’.142 The Second Growth and Transformation Plan
(GTP II) for 2015 to 2020 promised ‘aggressive meas-
ures towards rapid industrialisation and structural
transformation’, and included ‘building [a] climate re-
silient green economy’ as one of its nine strategic pil-
lars. Throughout these adjustments, the Ethiopian
agricultural sector, dominated by small-scale produ-
cers, is consistently represented as underproductive.

The impression from the literature is that under
the first ADLI strategy, development efforts were pre-
dominantly directed at small farmers, who were sup-
posed to become the engine of economic growth.
From 2000 onwards, it became clear that this strategy
was not generating the expected returns. Since 2005,
the emphasis in economic growth has shifted from
building on small-scale agriculture to promoting large-
scale resource extraction in order to fuel agribusiness,
industry (including hydroelectric power generation)
and mining. Within this new strategic approach, at-
tention has concentrated on the lowlands.143 There
are political and economic rationales for this choice:
(i) the lowlands represent 50 to 60 per cent of Ethio-
pia’s land area but are home to only 12 per cent of
the population – from a highlands’ perspective the
lowlands appear ‘empty’ and underused;144 (ii) his-
torically under-represented in public data, the lowlands
appear least productive and therefore more ‘expend-
able’; (iii) significantly higher population density in
the highlands makes them the primary concern with
regard to political consensus. 

In a highlands–lowlands productivity gradient,
constructed on poor data and the impact of ‘technical
exclusion’,145 pastoral systems represent the lowest
section. A widespread preconception that ‘modern’ is
better than ‘traditional’, urban better than rural, and
imported technical knowledge better than local
knowledge, easily supports this view.

In the midst of extraordinary and largely success-
ful changes under the present regime, an element of
continuity with the practices of the previous regime
has been highlighted in the literature, namely the as-
sumption that sedentarisation is the only possible
route for the ‘development of pastoral communities’.
In the past, sedentarisation was presented as emanci-
pation from a backwards state and the necessary first
step of development. Today sedentarisation is promo-
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ted for increasing productivity and resilience in the
face of the perceived ‘crisis of pastoralism’.146 Yet
this is at odds with well-established evidence that
links pastoral productivity to mobility, and points at
the processes constraining mobility as being respon-
sible for the recent vulnerability of pastoralism to en-
vironmental shocks. Periodic reality checks since
1991 have allowed for adjustments to much more
fundamental aspects of Ethiopia’s development strat-
egy, suggesting that there might be hope that this
issue too will eventually be reconsidered. 

Policies and institutions of direct relevance to pas-
toral development intervention are listed below.

Rural Development Policies Strategies paper
(2003).147 Focuses on crop cultivation but includes
elements of policy on pastoral development. The core
strategy is to reduce pastoralist mobility in the short
and medium term and, in the long term, transform pas-
toralists’ way of life through settlement and irrigation
programmes.

Sustainable Development and Poverty Reduction
Program (2003).148 Includes a section on pastoral
development, which describes pastoralism as a method
of agricultural exploitation based upon herding
and mobility. The document acknowledges the impor-
tance of pastoralist expertise and the necessity of tak-
ing it into consideration if development is to be suc-
cessful. It also recognises the need for grassroots par-
ticipation in the design and implementation of pas-
toral development. Despite these premises, the course
of pastoral development appears to be already set in
the policy: ‘Such a development agenda could well
be effected only if the people can somehow be set-
tled. Selective settlement programs are believed to
be the only viable options in the long run … [and] the
objective is to settle the pastoral population’.149 The
strategies through which this is to be carried out are:
(i) the sedentarisation of mobile pastoralists on a vo-
luntary basis; (ii) the consolidation and stabilisation
of those who are already settled or semi-settled
through improved water supply, pasture and social
services; (iii) the careful selection of viable and reli-
able river courses for future sedentarisation based on
irrigation, and the linking of these places through
roads and other communication lines; (iv) the holistic
provision of mobile social services (including health
and education) for those that continue to be mobile.

Agriculture Sector Policy and Investment Frame-
work (PIF 2010–2020). 150 A strategic framework for
planning and prioritising the investment meant to

drive Ethiopia’s agricultural development in line with
the Growth and Transformation Plan (GTP) and in the
context of the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Dev-
elopment Programme (CAADP). The PIF follows the GTP
in its representation of the livestock sector as under-
productive. Priorities highlighted in the strategy in-
clude: (i) improved livestock feed in both the highlands
and lowlands through improved rangeland manage-
ment; (ii) improved breeds; (iii) expanded animal
health services including private veterinary pharmacies
and community animal health-care systems in the pas-
toral lowlands; and (iv) improved marketing of live-
stock and livestock products for both domestic and
export markets, particularly the Gulf states.

First Growth and Transformation Plan 2010/11–
2014/15 (GTP I) and Second Growth and Transformati-
on Plan 2015/16–2019/20 (GTP II).151 GTP I includes
two strategic directions for pastoral development: (i)
enhancing the outcome from livestock development
in line with the pastoral livelihood system, and enab-
ling pastoralists to benefit from the outcomes of the
development process (expanding a prevention-orient-
ed livestock health system, improving the supply of
water and pasture, and strengthening the livestock
marketing system); (ii) encouraging sedentary agricul-
tural development (voluntary-based and irrigation-
centred) as a key to sustainable ‘pastoral community
development’. GTP II uses the term ‘pastoral develop-
ment’ just once, in conjunction with crop farming. 152

The plan divides the livestock sector into three agro-
ecological zones and calls for separate livestock dev-
elopment strategies for each: (i) a highland/mid-altitude
agro-pastoral zone with adequate moisture; (ii) a
highland/mid-altitude agro-pastoral zone with mois-
ture stress; (iii) a lowland pastoral and semi-pastoral
agro-ecological zone.153 Semi-pastoralism is mentio-
ned one more time, but it is not defined.154 A dis-
cussion of livestock development ‘in pastoral and
arid areas’ emphasises crossbreeding or the repro-
duction of selected local breeds, the expansion of
modern ranches carried out by private investors,155

the strengthening of the pastoral extension service
system, and integrating the implementation of social
service institutions and infrastructures and institu-
tional capacity building. Meanwhile, potable water sup-
ply projects for humans and livestock are to be designed
and feasible irrigation technologies using surface and
ground water will be selected and implemented.156

Ethiopia’s Climate Resilient Green Economy
(2011).157 A vision to build a middle-income, climate-
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resilient green economy by 2025 through zero net
carbon growth (in accordance with GTP I). The sugge-
sted intervention in terms of pastoralism is to ‘[reduce]
headcounts and lower per animal emissions in
herds through higher productivity and off-take rates
at early ages. Sub-components include commercial-
isation, improved health services, improving market
efficiency and infrastructure, strengthening linkages
to neighbouring medium-highland feedlot systems,
promoting the sale of animals when they are young,
improved early-warning systems for extreme weather
conditions, breed improvement through selection
and improved feed and feeding systems for a sub-
group of pastoralists’.

National Strategy on Prosopis juliflora Manage-
ment (2017).158 One section in particular  stands out
for its implications for pastoralist mobility.159 Actions
envisaged under a discussion of problems associated
with Prosopis juliflora (an invasive weed) fall under
two categories: (i) early detection and rapid response;
and (ii) controls over livestock movement. Livestock is
identified as ‘the major agent of Prosopis spread’. Ac-
tions to prevent this spread by livestock include:
‘Map out livestock routes so invasion can be preven-
ted along the routes and�from a Prosopis-invaded
area to a Prosopis-free-zone. Strengthen border and
pre-border controls where livestock routes are known
in order to prevent further Prosopis spread … Declare
Prosopis-free-zones and prevent movement of live-
stock into these areas from infected areas … Removal
of Prosopis from known major livestock routes is a
priority’. Whether these measures will be implemen-
ted with a focus on preventing the spread of Prosopis
in order to help pastoralism rather than a focus on
constraining pastoralists’ mobility to prevent the
spread of Prosopis will depend on the overall direction
of the implementations. 

Policies and proclamations on land management
at federal and regional level. These policies and pro-
clamations have been recently reviewed by the IGAD
Centre for Pastoral Areas and Livestock Development
as part of a study that also included Kenya and
Uganda.160 Overall, the study notes that ‘Contrary to
the African Policy Framework, which supports free move-
ment of pastoralists even beyond national bound-
aries, the national policies are in favour of sedentaris-
ation, small-scale and commercial farming, ranches,
and reserves for parks and games’.161 The legisla-
tion produced by regional governments are found to re-
plicate those of the federal government: ‘None of

them has attempted to contextualize the Federal poli-
cies/proclamations to the socio-economic and agro-
ecological conditions of their respective Regional
States’.162

Works for the Policy Strategy Framework on Pas-
toralism, Ministry of Federal and Pastoralist Develop-
ment Affairs (MoFPDA). A draft policy in Amharic was
presented at the National Consultative Workshop on
Pastoral Development and Pastoralism in Ethiopia,
held in Addis Ababa on 21 March 2017.163 The draft
was organised into 13 thematic areas. The first one
was ‘voluntary villagisation’, also described as
‘people-centred development’. Participants pointed
out that, while presented as embracing the principles
of ‘people-centred development’, the policy fell short
of engaging with the reality of mobile and cross-border
pastoral production, showing a poor understand-
ing of pastoral systems and their use of the land. In
the words of a pastoralist leader: ‘Pastoralists do not
just move in search of water and pasture but also to
improve productivity. These other reasons are ig-
nored at the moment. Pastoral land should be certified
as such, not considered as empty land … Pastoral
land use should be incorporated as one of the formal-
ised uses within the policy document’. In July 2017,
MoFPDA, in collaboration with Mercy Corps, the
USAID core advisory team to the ministry, and other
development partners, decided to rework the draft
policy document. A background study was ready by June
2018,164 and a new draft of the policy was finalised
in December.165 As of June 2019 the document had
not been ratified.

Pastoralist Affairs Standing Committee.166 Real-
ises the rights of pastoralists enshrined in Ethiopia’s
Constitution and aims to bring about rapid develop-
ment aimed at changing pastoralists economic and
social life (qualified as ‘backwardness’). Amongst the
objectives are: (i) ‘[building] the capacity of the pas-
toralists in a short time … with especial emphasis on …
boarding and mobile schools as well as other educa-
tional facilities depending on the situation’; (ii) ‘[mak-
ing] sure that the government has allocated and im-
plemented budget[s] to facilitate the provision of
food and water as well as health services to the live-
stock of the pastoralist and marketing infrastructure
development’; (iii) ‘[ensuring] that the villagization
programs to be undertaken in the pastoralist areas
are based on the will of the pastoralists and the basic
infrastructure development services have been built’;
(iv) ‘[raising] the productivity of pastoralists’ livestock
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along with enabling the benefit from agricultural prod-
ucts’. The committee also supervises two govern-
ment institutions: the Livestock, Dairy Products and
Marketing Development Authority, and pastoralist
sectors established in the pertinent offices.

Growing specialisation in pastoralism within higher
education. Several universities in Ethiopia are striv-
ing to achieve the status of ‘centres of excellence’ in
pastoralism. At Jigjiga University, the Institute of Pas-
toralism Studies offers bachelors and masters de-
grees, and it is planning to launch the East African

Journal of Pastoralism. A common course on pastoral-
ism and pastoral policy in Ethiopia was introduced in
2015 at the universities of Bule Hora, Jigjiga and Sa-
mara.167 The course was produced by a team of twenty
scholars across a broad disciplinary spectrum in
collaboration with the UK-based IIED and Tufts Univer-
sity in the United States. Interest in pastoralism is
also present at the universities of Mekelle, Haramaya
and Jinka. A new university for Borana is under con-
struction in Oromia regional state, and it is already
planning to hold a specialist course on pastoralism.

his final section wraps up the information
provided so far, recalls the principles of
people-led development as embraced by

MISEREOR and unpacks their relevance to the context
of operation. Finally, the analysis is translated into six
axes of activity for MISEREOR’s engagement with
pastoral development in Ethiopia.

A SYNTHESIS IN THE CONTEXT
OF OPERATION

In most of Ethiopia, environmental variability is high
and becoming even more pronounced as a conse-
quence of climate change. Local adaptation to take
advantage of these conditions is based on matching
environmental variability (in inputs) with variability in-
tegrated in the processes of production. Variability in
processes of production is particularly evident in pa-
storal systems, especially in mobility and communal
forms of land tenure and resource management, but
it is common also in crop-farming systems that deve-
loped under highly variable conditions in mountain
and dryland regions.

Interventions that undermine the adaptive inter-
face between these food production systems and
their highly variable environments, or that aim at re-
placing this interface with one that is more rigid and
static, can be expected to reduce the resilience, eco-
nomic efficiency and ecological sustainability of
these systems.

The strategy of dramatically increasing the productivi-
ty of crop farming in the highlands has not led to ex-
pected results. The resources in the lowlands are now
seen as critical to the project of national development
through fast economic growth.

Development in Ethiopia has mostly operated on
the assumption that something is inherently wrong
with pastoralism, and therefore pastoral develop-
ment means development out of pastoralism. This as-
sumption has also supported a conviction that the
productivity of the livestock sector cannot be increa-
sed as long as it depends on pastoralism – in other
words, that pastoralism cannot be improved because
it is already operating at its upper limit.

Both the impact assessment and implementation
of development programmes are suffering from the
general deficit of information on pastoral systems,
from the way they function, to their economic value,
and the systemic implications of the transformative
changes that are being introduced.

People in pastoral systems have adapted all
along, but often at the price of replacing well-rehear-
sed strategies with unfamiliar, uncoordinated and so-
metimes unsustainable solutions introduced ‘just for
now’. Many of these solutions are now entangled
with the legacy of problems from ill-fitting interventi-
ons in the past. 

Even so, some producers have been able to take
advantage of changes in the operational context,
especially new incentives and new opportunities for

Defining the axes of activity

T
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marketing and wealth accumulation. Wealthier pasto-
ralists are pushed up by structural transformations
while poorer pastoralists are penalised. Inequality is
on the increase. 

Pastoral systems today are made up of a relatively
small proportion of medium- and large-scale produ-
cers, and a vast impoverished majority of possibly
around 12 million people who are vulnerable to even
routine dry seasons and who are increasingly at risk
of destitution. 

Behind the impression of permanent crisis, and
despite periodic losses to drought and other calami-
ties, overall livestock production in the country appears
to have increased over the years to record numbers.

PEOPLE-LED DEVELOPMENT:
SOME RELEVANT PRINCIPLES168

–    Build on available resources and support locally
driven processes.

–    Provide space for participation and dialogue, and
facilitate people’s own analysis, plans and soluti-
ons using creative facilitation tools.

–    Reduce the potential for (violent) conflict and
create the conditions for peaceful coexistence.

–    Gradually achieve more just living conditions,
above all for the poor and disadvantaged.

–    Strengthen civil society organisations.
–    Put development agencies’ internal regulations

and funding mechanisms to the test of pastoral
development operating conditions.

ANALYTICAL CONSIDERATIONS
The starting point. Pivotal to the challenge of defining
axes of activity in pastoral development in Ethiopia
seems to be the question of whether pastoral deve-
lopment means development of pastoralism or out of
pastoralism.

Building on existing resources. From a people-led
development perspective, the answer is straightfor-
ward: pastoral development means the development
of pastoralism – building on existing resources and
locally driven processes, including pastoral systems
(both as existing resources and as creators of resour-
ces) and their adaptive strategies (as locally driven
processes). Here there should be no ambiguity on the
meaning of resources as pastoral resources, defined
in relation to producers in pastoral systems, and their
adaptive/variable processes when engaging with the

environment. In this light, for example, a crucial ‘re-
source’ to build upon would be pastoralist strategic
mobility; another would be flexible access to range-
land; yet another would be social capital and networ-
king with other groups.

Supporting locally driven processes. With the ex-
ception of those producers who have chosen to give
up pastoralism, supporting locally driven processes
in the context of pastoral development means suppor-
ting pastoralists in their livelihood strategies as pro-
ducers in pastoral systems. In particular, this means
supporting their efforts to make use of their speciali-
sation to take advantage of dryland variability. It also
means helping pastoralists overcome the challenge
of disentangling themselves from the legacy of
rigid/static settings introduced by ill-fitting develop-
ment interventions and people’s consequent adjust-
ments and maladaptations. Not all ‘locally driven’
processes are automatically desirable, not even from
the perspective of those who drive them.

Targeting the poor and disadvantaged. Working
with the poor and the disadvantaged in the context of
pastoral development means working with the large
majority of pastoralists. A crucial aspect of their dis-
advantage is their vulnerability to losing their liveli-
hoods by dropping out of pastoral systems.

Productivity of pastoral systems. Even beside the
people-led development framework, conceptualising
pastoral development as development out of pastora-
lism is at odds with history. The assumption that pa-
storal systems in Ethiopia are inherently unproducti-
ve and unsustainable (therefore no development can
stem from them) has too often been taken as self-evi-
dent. The available evidence however, albeit fragmen-
tary, points consistently in the opposite direction.
Available records indicate long-term stability, or even
increase, in the aggregated livestock holdings of Et-
hiopian pastoral systems (despite periodic fluctuati-
ons). Livestock exports, almost entirely supplied by
pastoral systems, are also believed to have increased
substantially over the years.169 This has happened
at the same time as pastoral systems have experi-
enced underinvestment from development, and in-
deed severe, sustained reduction in rangeland. This
stability or increase in output from reduced input can
only have been achieved through an overall increase
in productivity. The assumption that the productivity
of the livestock sector cannot increase as long as pro-
duction depends on pastoralism would therefore ap-
pear to be incorrect. 
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Limiting mobility. The current trend is to represent
mobility as a lesser evil in the face of drought, accep-
ting it when it is unavoidable, but otherwise investing
in reducing it. A technical problem with this approach
is that pastoralist mobility cannot be an improvised
or extemporary practice. Mobility – or, as described
in the African Union Policy Framework on Pastoralism,
‘strategic mobility’ – takes significant skill, social or-
ganisation, specialised institutions, an extant net-
work of social capital and animals accustomed to it.
Limiting mobility to unavoidable circumstances
means losing these assets in the long term, and even-
tually leaving pastoralists underequipped in the face
of drought.

Cost–benefit analyses of dismantling pastoral sy-
stems. The historical under-representation and misre-
presentation of pastoral systems in public data re-
mains an obstacle to sound cost–benefit analysis in
dryland development. There is therefore a strong risk
that the actual economic costs of dismantling pasto-
ral systems (development out of pastoralism) will
only become manifest when it is too late. This route
looks even more hazardous when its social and politi-
cal implications are considered.

Vulnerability to drought. The current vulnerability
of small-scale producers in pastoral systems, to
shocks and stresses (often though not always ecologi-
cal in origin), is largely a legacy of ill-informed deve-
lopment and the ways producers have tried to adjust
to it. Over several decades, direct and indirect out-
comes of development have reduced pastoralists’ op-
tions for managing environmental variability. Well-re-
hearsed, flexible processes have been replaced with
rigid and unfamiliar settings. Not surprisingly, today
even normal dry seasons are a threat to the (increa-
singly isolated) poorest producers.

Pastoralists as ‘agro-pastoralists’. As soon as pa-
storalists take up some kind of farming, they stop
being considered pastoralists through and through,
and their official description changes to ‘agro-pasto-
ralists’. This seems to happen even when keeping
livestock is what the producers in question do best
and value most. It also seems to be independent of
the fact that they actually see themselves as pastora-
lists. There is a bias in the use of the category ‘agro-
pastoralist’ towards considering the practice of crop
farming somehow especially significant and worthy of
attention. There is no scientific basis to this. 

Violent conflict. Violent conflict plays a major role
in undermining long-term resilience and productivity

in pastoral systems (directly, by destroying lives and
resources; indirectly, by dramatically reducing access
because of insecurity). A great deal of current conflict
has historical roots, and this includes unplanned de-
velopment outcomes exacerbating latent conditions
of enmity and creating new ones.

Mobile citizens, governability and service delivery.
All over the world, people’s mobility has increased
with modernisation. The most obvious examples are
the proliferation of roads and airports, and the mar-
ket in mobile phones. With the internet, mobile pho-
nes and GPS traceability, people can now be reached
and located while on the move more than ever. A
range of virtual addresses is added to people’s physi-
cal address as people are seldom ‘at home’. Beco-
ming more and more efficient in governing people as
they become more and more modern and mobile
seems therefore an unavoidable trajectory in the mo-
dernisation of governance. Along the same lines,
when the delivery of basic services is challenged by
the mobility of citizens, it is the system of delivery
that is struggling to catch up with modern times, not
the citizens.

Modernisation. The aim for modernisation needs
to outgrow the ‘cosmetic stage’ (focusing on whether
or not people and their material culture ‘look’ mo-
dern) and finally engage with the functional level:
how can the functional relationships in well-rehear-
sed production systems be developed by scientific re-
search and technological advancement? Answers to
this questions can only be found in conversation with
the producers. Supporting research and innovation
therefore also means supporting participation and a
vibrant civil society amongst producers.

STRENGTHENING
PASTORAL SYSTEMS:
SIX AXES OF ACTIVITY

The overarching objective of our commitment to pa-
storal development is strengthening pastoral systems.
We understand this objective in line with the IUCN’s
aforementioned four dimensions of ‘minimum stan-
dards in pastoral development’.170 We pursue this ob-
jective through the six axes of activity described below.

1.   Learn to recognise the variability integrated
in pastoral systems and support it.
Pastoralists’ customary institutions and management
practices integrate variability in the processes of pro-
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duction, which is key to their specialisation and takes
advantage of the variability in input characteristic of
their environment. Productivity and resilience in pa-
storalism depend, first of all, on the match between
these two dimensions of variability. Efforts to elimina-
te variability over the years have undermined this re-
lationship and the processes that produce it. Sound
pastoral development projects engage with this fun-
damental issue by, among other things: (i) learning to
recognise functional variability in pastoral systems
and supporting it; and (ii) learning to recognise the
obstacles put in place by past interventions, refrai-
ning from reproducing them and when possible redu-
cing or removing them.

2.   Increase strategic options for pastoral producers,
especially for targeting concentrations of pasture
resources.
The efficient tracking of concentrations of nutrients
for livestock – arriving in the right place at the right
time – is key to resilient, productive and sustainable
pastoral systems. For the time being, mobility re-
mains pastoralists’ main or only strategy for taking
advantage of scattered and short-lived opportunities
in the drylands, and for managing occasional extreme
conditions such as droughts or floods. Pastoral deve-
lopment projects help expand the options for targe-
ting concentrations of pasture resources, starting
from increasing options for pastoralist mobility within
the law, and engaging in dialogue with the govern-
ment for the legal recognition of the economic value
of pastoralist mobility.

3.   Create appropriate and sustainable
water supplies in strategic locations.
Drylands suffer from a legacy of inappropriate water
supply and a proliferation of disused and malfunctio-
ning water points. New water supplies alter contextu-
al access options and can generate competition or eli-
minate livelihood opportunities. In the drylands, who
controls water controls land. Water attracts settle-
ments, which in turn can precipitate unsustainable
concentrations of people and livestock, overgrazing
and deforestation, and even conflict. Decisions about
new water supplies are therefore highly sensitive and
do not necessarily follow the sectoral logic that ‘more
is better’. Pastoral water development interventions
are designed in context, to provide water in support
of a particular pastoral system; they are designed
based on a sound understanding of the whole system

over at least a full-year cycle, and in light of current
patterns of resource use (including seasonal dyna-
mics) by different groups of stakeholders.

4. Improve access to well-adapted services.
Producers in the drylands, and especially in pastoral
systems, are amongst the poorest in terms of access
to services, including markets, no matter their level of
wealth. Service provision tends to favour settlements
and conditions of relative uniformity and stability. Yet
in large regions variability is the rule. Formal educati-
on, when limited to the school system, is particularly
challenged by variability, but even the provision of
services related to the market is often locked into
thinking in terms of fixed infrastructures. In pastoral
development, sound service provision adapts to the
context rather than feeling challenged by it. Standard
quality services are not conditional on exiting the pa-
storal system but fit in with its specialist strategies
and living conditions.

5.   Support the understanding and visibility
of pastoralism.
The scarcity of reliable data about pastoral systems is
a major hindrance to effective and efficient interventi-
ons in pastoral development. The communities and
the areas where interventions are most needed are
usually also those where baseline data are meagre or
non-existent. By and large, existing data about pasto-
ral systems in Ethiopia remain scattered and hard to
access. There is a need to distinguish between data-
sets generated from updated theory and methods,
with an understanding of variability as normal, and
the datasets generated from the assumption that va-
riability is a problematic anomaly. Clear criteria for na-
vigating through these differences in the knowledge
base are not always available to practitioners. Pasto-
ral development includes supporting the production
and management of much needed data on pastora-
lism, as well as work that can help the navigation of
existing knowledge/data by non-specialists. 

6. Promote dialogue in support of people-led
pastoral development.
Decades of policies and interventions informed by
misleading assumptions have left a complicated lega-
cy with impacts on livelihood systems on the ground,
the legal and policy environment, and people’s he-
arts and minds on all sides. The present appears to
be gradually overcoming this legacy. It is a delicate
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process, one that in order to succeed needs the
sound involvement of all parties, especially primary
producers and state authorities with their technical
and financial partners. Pastoral development inclu-

MISEREOR framework
of engagement in pastoral development

des promoting, supporting and monitoring opportuni-
ties for dialogue between all stakeholders at the re-
gional and national level, and this should be aimed
at communicating the full value of pastoral systems. 
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or decades, rural development interventions in the drylands have been
informed by inadequate assumptions. Their intended and unintended
outcomes have combined with a variety of ‘just for now’ adjustments

with not always desirable effects, as different producers have tried to cope with
the pressure. Few have benefited, and probably none in any sustainable way. 

Today, small-scale food producers in the drylands, and pastoralists in particular,
are hostages of this legacy. Their key resources are curtailed. Their freedom to
manage their environment is limited. Their capacity to make use of their own ad-
aptive production strategies is restricted. Their customary institutions are weake-
ned. Their complex and dynamic patterns of crop–livestock integration have been
simplified and fixed. Their households have been split between village-based
basic services and mobility-based productivity. Their social mesh is torn and
their safety nets are jeopardised by the increasing polarisation of wealth. Their
dignity and future existence in their profession and livelihood are undermined. 

Hugely flexible and adaptable as always, pastoral systems have so far been ca-
pable of maintaining relatively stable production levels between periodic
droughts, even increasing them overall. While familiar options have been closed
to them, pastoralists have managed to open new ones. They have, mostly suc-
cessfully, dodged the worst consequences of unfavourable change, and tapped
into new opportunities that, if often ill-fitting, have arisen along the way. 

This remarkable achievement, however, comes at the cost of reducing resilience
and sustainability. While wealthy and well-connected producers have been able
to benefit from present conditions, there are signals that the majority of perhaps
12 million Ethiopian pastoralists are becoming increasingly vulnerable to even
relatively standard conditions of stress. Youths and above all women are paying
the highest price. There is a sense of impending social and economic tragedy,
and a need to take action before the process of deterioration tips into real chaos,
although no one knows how long it might take. 

A long wave of reflection within pastoral development, and concern voiced by
pastoralist social movements, have created the conditions for a much-needed
change of approach. We are finally capable of recognising the characteristic ability
of pastoral systems to take advantage of environmental variability, and the ratio-
nality of building on it for development. While investing in this new approach,
the legacy of the past has to be acknowledged and dealt with. 

We are committed to support initiatives aimed at strengthening pastoral sys-
tems before it is too late.

Conclusions

F



32 MISEREOR

ollowing the 2011/12 drought in East Africa, MISEREOR funded a se-
ries of projects to enable smallholder farmers and livestock keepers to
increase their resilience against shocks and crisis. A policy decision

was made to engage in projects working specifically with pastoralists, whereas
in the past interventions had focused on alternatives to pastoralism (e.g. irriga-
ted agriculture), often competing with pastoralism for the same resources.

Acknowledging the need for a much deeper understanding of pastoralists’ liveli-
hoods and the logic of pastoral production, and the historical roots of the pre-
sent problems, led to the start of a learning process within MISEREOR and bet-
ween MISEREOR and its partners.

In March 2015, introductory training was offered to all partners working with pa-
storalists in Ethiopia. The training was based on the model developed by IIED
and Tufts University, and delivered by Pastoralist Forum Ethiopia. In November
2015, four of the then five pastoral development projects funded by MISEREOR
met in Omorate. An agreement was made to embed a systematic learning pro-
cess over the following three years of project activity. This was to be supported
by a process-oriented consultation with a pastoralism specialist, Saverio Krätli,
working closely with the MISEREOR pastoralism advisor in Ethiopia, Atsbaha
Gebre-Selassie, and MISEREOR headquarters in Aachen, Germany.

A ‘learning unit’ was set up, staffed by one member from each project, commit-
ted to the equivalent of one day per week, and directly supported by their re-
spective project directors. The main focus was to open up a space for dialogue
with pastoralist communities through the framework of a longitudinal livelihood-
analysis exercise, with periodic cross-project meetings for reflection and feed-
back. The consultants also made contact with institutions working on pastoralism
in Ethiopia, with the objective of liaising projects with the broader network of pa-
storalism scholars and practitioners, and with other relevant ongoing interventi-
ons. The outcomes of the work of the learning unit contributed to the writing of
the Orientation Framework.

The first draft of the Orientation Framework was submitted to MISEREOR in Sep-
tember 2017. Between October 2017 and February 2018 the draft underwent re-
view within MISEREOR and by a number of stakeholders in Ethiopia, including
partner organisations, technicians and policy-makers, Pastoralist Forum Ethiopia
and pastoralism specialists within key academic institutions. Revision took
place between March and September 2018. A second round of feedback was
solicited between December 2018 and February 2019, and a new draft was com-
pleted in June 2019.

The process behind this orientation framework

Annex 1:

F
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range of misunderstandings and misrepresentations of pastoralism
have been produced over the years due to prejudice, faulty assumpti-
ons or simply inadequate information. These misconceptions, sometimes

referred to as ‘myths’, have been inventoried and disproved in scientific publica-
tions and even in policy briefs over the last forty years.171 This annex collects
some of the most damaging and persistent ones. The sources cited also provide
evidence against the myths, though that evidence is not included here for the
sake of brevity. If you find yourself in agreement with any of the statements
below, you have missed some important update!

A UNDP INVENTORY OF MISCONCEPTIONS172

1.     Nomadic pastoralism is an archaic form of production,
        whose time has passed.
2.     Mobility is inherently backward, unnecessary, chaotic and disruptive.
3.     Most rangelands are degraded as a result of pastoral over-grazing.
4.     Pastoralists do not take care of the land because of the Tragedy
        of the Commons.
5.     African pastoralists do not sell their animals.
6.     Pastoralists contribute little to national economic activity.
7.     Pastoralism has very low productivity.
8.     Sedentary cattle rearing is more productive than mobile systems.
9.     Pastoral techniques are archaic; modern scientific methods need
        to be introduced.
10.   Pastoralists need to settle to benefit from services.
11.   All pastoralists are rich; alternatively, all pastoralists are poor
        and food insecure.

FOUR MYTHS ABOUT
‘PATRIARCHAL PASTORALISTS’173

12.   Economic: men own and control cattle,
        and they play the primary roles in livestock production.
13.   Political: pastoral societies are gerontocracies (elder men dominate
        the political sphere); pastoral women are relegated to the domestic sphere.
14.   Social: pastoralists are patriarchal and patrilocal;
        men serve as the key nodes of social interaction and influence.
15.   Cultural: pastoralist men see themselves and are seen by others
        as the ‘real’ pastoralists, denigrating not only women’s roles
        and responsibilities as women but also their identity as pastoralists.

A

Myths about pastoralism

Annex 2:
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AND MORE …
16.   Pastoralists wander in search of water and pasture. False: Migrations are

risky and therefore planned with care. Herders make their move only once
they know where they are going and what they are going to find along the
way and at their intended destination. The African Union Policy Framework
on Pastoralism talks of ‘strategic mobility’.174

17.   It is in the interest of individual pastoralists to overgraze the commons.
False: As nutrients are not uniformly distributed across pastures, quantity is
not a good proxy for quality: productivity increases with feeding selectivity,
not with biomass intake. Overgrazing means a poorer diet, therefore lower
productivity.175

18. Modernisation and mobility are incompatible. False: People’s mobility is
much higher in modern contexts. From livestock vaccinations to motorised
transport and mobile phones, pastoralists have consistently embraced
every aspect of modernisation relevant to their livelihood.176

19. Productivity cannot increase within pastoral systems. False: Livestock hol-
dings in pastoral systems are higher than ever, despite sustained and sub-
stantial reductions in rangeland over the last 50 years. Increased output
with decreased input means that productivity has increased. 
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2001. Inari (Anár) Declaration, on the occasion of the 2nd World Reindeer
Herders’ Congress, Association of World Reindeer Herders (WRH), Inari,
Finland, 18–22 June 2001.

2005. Yakutsk Declaration, on the occasion of the 3rd World Reindeer Her-
ders’ Congress, Association of World Reindeer Herders (WRH), Yakutsk,
Sakha Republic, Russia, 17–20 March 2005.

2007. Segovia Declaration of Nomadic and Transhumant Pastoralists, World
Alliance of Mobile Indigenous Peoples’ gathering, La Granja, Segovia,
Spain, 8–16 September 2007.

2009. Kautokeino Declaration, on the occasion of the 4th World Reindeer
Herders’ Congress, Association of World Reindeer Herders (WRH), Kau-
tokeino, Norway, 30 March–3 April 2009.

2010. Mera Declaration of the Global Gathering of Women Pastoralists, World
Alliance of Mobile Indigenous Peoples’ gathering, Mera, India, 21–26
November 2010.

2013. Aoluguya Declaration, on the occasion of the 5th World Reindeer Her-
ders’ Congress, Association of World Reindeer Herders (WRH), Aolu-
guya, Inner-Mongolia, China, 25–28 July 2013.

2013. Kiserian Statement of Pastoralist Leaders, World Alliance of Mobile In-
digenous Peoples’ gathering, Kiserian, Kenya, 9–15 December 2013.

2015. Hustai Declaration by Pastoralist Organizations from Central Asia, Hu-
stai National Park, Mongolia, 25–29 July 2015.

2015. Koblenz-Ehrenbreitstein Declaration of the European Pastoralists As-
sembly, organised by European Shepherds Network in Koblenz, Germa-
ny, 26–28 June 2015.

2016. Déclaration de Bamako, by participants at the regional workshop ‘Con-
struction d’un environnement propice au développement durable du
pastoralisme en Afrique de l’Ouest et du Centre’, Bamako, Mali, 7–9
January 2016.

2016. Déclaration d’Hammamet, by participants at the regional workshop
‘Construction d’un environnement propice au développement durable
du pastoralisme en Afrique du Nord et en Asie Occidentale’, Hamma-
met, Tunisia, 14–16 January 2016.

2017. Jåhkåmåhkke Declaration, on the Occasion of the 6th World Reindeer
Herders’ Congress, Association of World Reindeer Herders (WRH), Joh-
kamohkki, Sweden, 16–20 August 2017.

2018. Declaration of the European Shepherds Network, Oloron-Sainte-Marie,
France, 15–18 September 2018.

Formal declarations
by pastoralist social movements177
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AVAILABLE KNOWLEDGE
–    In drylands, access to water means access to land (a land tenure tool). 
–    Pastoralists do possess knowledge of water management (including instituti-

ons), and therefore they can and should be allowed to play an active role at
all stages of decision-making.

–    It is necessary to have a sound understanding of the use of local resources
(water and pasture) before any intervention.

–    The planning, management and sustainability of water points are as impor-
tant as the physical infrastructure.

–    To limit the risks associated with ‘new water’, PWD should focus on rehabili-
tating existing water points (after assessing why they were created in the first
instance and how they have been used).

–    Increasing the density of water supplies, especially dry-season ones, alters
the balance of advantage between owners of different species of livestock.

–    Technologies of water supply (e.g. the installation of mechanical pumps) are
likely to affect the demand for labour (for watering), which is also a source of
income for poorer pastoralists.

KNOWN PROBLEMS
–    Full functionality is often relatively short term.
–    Proliferation of disused and damaged water points.
–    Large water points lead to land degradation.
–    The quality of new water is lower than already available alternatives.
–    Ownership by local administrations is associated with poorly controlled

access and poor maintenance.
–    Water provision that favours settlement effectively favours people who alrea-

dy have a sedentary livelihood (even if elsewhere) over those who have a
mobile livelihood (even if nearby).

–    New water points, especially when ‘public’ or ‘free access’, can trigger violent
conflict over access and control.

–    New water alters contextual access options and can generate competition or
eliminate livelihood opportunities (e.g. for labour).

Pastoral Water Development (PWD)

Annex 4:
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KEY QUESTIONS
How is the new water going to relate to the pastoral system
and its different users? 
What impact will it have on patterns of resource use? What impact will it have on
the variability embedded in production strategies?

Water to do what? 
Taking pressure off migration? Increasing pastureland and productivity? What im-
pact will it have on livestock numbers?

Water for whom? 
Cattle or camel systems? Wealthy or poor? Local ad-  ministration or final users?
Technical knowledge or local knowledge? What impact will it have on competition
and/on social relationships? What impact will it have on land tenure?

Water to go where and when? 
Dry-season rangelands or rainy-season rangelands? Grazing reserves? Critical
points along itineraries of migration? What impact will it have on the environ-
ment and animal and human health?

Water when and for how long? 
Continuous or intermittend? Seasonal? Deliberately time-limited? What shelf life?

How is water managed? 
What relationship will it have with customary water management systems? What
risk is there of conflict?



38 MISEREOR

1         There is no consistency in the technical literature on pa-

storalism with regard to the use of ‘pastoral’ and ‘pasto-

ralist’ as adjectives. Forms such as ‘pastoral develop-

ment’, ‘pastoral resources’ and ‘pastoral systems’ can

be found in the same document together along with ‘pa-

storalist households’, ‘pastoralist mobility’ and ‘pastora-

list ecosystems’. Here, we have tried to follow the most

common forms and, when possible, those preferred in

the African Union Policy Framework for Pastoralism (Afri-

can Union 2010).

2         The process that has led to this Orientation Framework is

summarised in Annex 1.

3         IUCN (2012).

4         This involves those who believe that facing the new di-

mensions of unpredictable variability brought in by cli-

mate change requires more science (more capacity for

prediction and ultimately more controlling power) and

those who believe it requires different science (systemic,

adaptive, capable of embracing variability). See Scoones

(2019) for a recent overview focusing on ‘uncertainty’,

and Chapman (2016) for a broader historical discussion.

5         Classifications of pastoralism have focused on features

such as the degree of sedentarisation, whether or not it

includes crop farming or is integrated into the market

economy. At the most general extreme, pastoralism is

simply included under ‘extensive/grazing systems’. A de-

finition often used today refers to the degree of depen-

dence on pastoral products for the gross revenue or the

household (usually over 50 per cent). This definition was

initially introduced as an attempt to classify the complex

variety of animal production in the Niger flood plains of

central Mali (Swift et al. 1983). It is still the best we have

to distinguish degrees of involvement in a pastoral sy-

stem, but it remains silent on what ‘pastoralism’ means

in terms of production strategies.

6         The earlier approach was formally challenged within the

scientific community in the mid 1990s, but people in the

field working closely with pastoralists had voiced their

discontent with various aspects of it since the 1960s. Se-

veral overviews of this fundamental rethinking of pasto-

ral development are available. For some of the more easi-

ly accessible, see Jode (2009) and Krätli (2015).

7         Once variability is seen as a constitutive part of the envi-

ronment rather than a disturbance, the notion of well-ad-

apted production system takes on a different meaning.

Adaptation stops meaning coping with a challenge and

starts meaning fitness, or the capacity to benefit from

the environment and operate at full capacity precisely

under such conditions. A cow in deep water can adapt; a

hippopotamus is adapted. Similarly, a strategy of produc-

tion that assumes conditions of relative stability (e.g.

temperate climates) can adapt to the ‘anomaly’ of varia-

bility (where the ‘anomaly’ of variability is relative to the

production system, not to the ecosystem), while a strate-

gy developed in conditions of structural variability is ad-

apted.

8         This is a well-studied ‘paradox for decision makers’: the

higher the levels of variability, the bigger the temptation

to introduce stability, but efforts to introduce stability

only produce more variability in a vicious cycle (Roe

2013). With specific reference to drylands, ‘Comparison

of the dynamics of various savanna and other natural sy-

stems leads to a conclusion that the resilience of the sy-

stems decreases as their stability (usually induced) in-

creases’ (Walker et al. 1981: 473), and ‘interventions

aimed at achieving stability in non-equilibrial systems

are likely to be irrelevant at best or disruptive and de-

structive at worst’ (Ellis and Swift 1988: 451). 

9         Folke et al. (2002) and Roe (2013). Resilience theorists

emphasise that ‘resilience is not only about being persi-

stent or robust to disturbance. It is also about the oppor-

tunities that disturbance opens up’ (Folke 2006: 259).

They also stress the need of ‘moving … towards a sci-

ence that is integrative [and] focuses on variability and

uncertainty as absolutely fundamental, instead of as

“noise” to be excluded from the analysis’ (Holling et al.

1998, cited in Scoones 1999: 494). 

10       Homewood (2008), Moritz (2008) and Turner (2011).

11       Wetter regions have more biomass of lower quality (i.e.

lower concentration of nutrients); after the rains, dryer

regions have comparatively less biomass but of higher

quality (Breman and De Wit 1983).

12       Krätli and Schareika (2010) and Meuret (2014).

13       For example, some pastoral systems manage grazing iti-

neraries across macro-ecological zones and broad move-

ments within them, but do not herd animals during their

daily grazing. Others herd all the time, trying to influence

every aspect of grazing, including what parts of a plant

the animal chooses to feed on, or what combination of

plants. While management of this micro-scale of grazing

is limited, herders can promote the capacity in their

herds of making good use of the opportunities created

Notes
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by management. For example, they can foster animals’

capacity for feeding only on the most nutritious food,

that is targeting concentrations of nutrients at the micro-

scale, and minimising any hindrance to it, for example

stress (Krätli and Schareika 2010).

14       To emphasise the planned nature of mobility, the African

Union Policy Framework on Pastoralism (African Union

2010) uses the expression ‘strategic mobility’. Neverthe-

less, the vignette of pastoralists ‘wandering’ or ‘roaming’

in search of water and pasture remains common even in

the technical literature. In reality, things could not be

more different. Herders moving in search of water and

pasture would not last long in drylands. 

15       Turner et al. (2014).

16       The literature on dryland farming and pastoralism has for

decades emphasised the importance of flexibility in pro-

cesses and solutions (e.g. Mortimore and Adams 1999;

Behnke et al. 1993).

17       Roe et al. (1998) and Krätli and Schareika (2010).

18       Similarly, dryland farmers would embed variability in

their processes of production by using intercropping and

multi-layering farming techniques, sequenced sowing,

multiple varieties and pocket seeding or – as in the

mountains of northern Ethiopia – by leaving stones in

their fields to create concentrations of humidity in case

of rainfall. More detailed descriptions of these examples

can be found in Krätli (2015). On the wide range of opti-

ons of crop–livestock integration beyond the scale of the

farm, see Scoones and Wolmer (2002) and Schiere et al.

(2006).

19       Hiernaux and Turner (2002), Krätli and Schareika (2010),

Meuret (2014) and Krätli (2015).

20       Hodgson (2000), Ridgewell and Flintan (2007a, 2007b)

and Sadler et al. (2009).

21       See Scott (1998), especially chapter 8.

22       Davis (2016) and Behnke and Mortimore (2016).

23       Examples of these interventions are centralised control

of stocking and grazing, introducing permanent wells in

seasonal rangelands, promoting the sedentarisation of

mobile producers, replacing flexible land tenure arrange-

ments with rigid and exclusive ownership, replacing di-

verse/complementary forms of specialization with ‘uni-

versal/best’ solutions (e.g. replacing high-scale crop–

livestock integration with integration on the farm) and re-

placing the biodiversity of local livestock with the unifor-

mity of imported breeds.

24       See Khazanov and Schlee (2012), Catley et al. (2012),

Abdullahi et al. (2012) and Krätli and Swift (2014).

           25 Catley and Iyasu (2010).

26       Hesse and MacGregor (2006), McPeak and Little (2006),

Davies and Hatfield (2007), Rodriguez (2008), Zaal

(2011), Behnke (2012), Krätli et al. (2013), Krätli (2014),

Thébaud (2017), Kossou and Aubague (2010) and McGa-

hey et al. (2014).

27       Jerven (2013), Pica-Ciamarra et al. (2014) and Krätli and

Swift (2014).

28       ‘Technical exclusion is exclusion in practice, often unin-

tentional and unmonitored, simply resulting from the ina-

dequacy of classifications, bureaucratic procedures, me-

chanisms of appraisal, and systems of statistical repre-

sentation’ (IFAD 2018a: 10). For a range of examples,

see Krätli et al. (2015).

29       The category ‘agro-pastoralism’ is relatively new, introdu-

ced in pastoral development at the end of the 1970s (a

few years earlier in the francophone literature). Most pa-

storalist groups practised more or less opportunistic

crop farming beforehand, but then scholars simply tal-

ked of ‘nomads (or pastoralists) who farm’. For example,

the Wodaabe of Niger and northern Nigeria, considered

one of the most specialised and mobile pastoralist

groups, settled and farmed for a whole generation follo-

wing the rinderpest epidemics at the end of the nine-

teenth century (Bonfiglioli 1982). The Nuer, now often

described as pastoralists who have shifted to agro-pa-

storalism as an adaptation to recent constraints, were al-

ready cultivating in the 1930s. British anthropologist Ed-

ward E. Evans-Pritchard described the Nuer as ‘mainly a

pastoral people with dominant pastoral interests’ (Evans-

Pritchard 1940: 209), while also observing that ‘[they]

can no more exist on a purely horticultural economy than

they can, at any rate since the introduction of rinderpest,

exist on a purely pastoral economy’ (Evans-Pritchard

1940: 69).

30       Turner et al. (2014) and Krätli et al. (2013).

31       An analysis of data from 18 rainfall stations in the Kenya-

Somalia and Ethiopia-Somalia areas, covering periods

ranging between 33 and 88 years, found a statistically si-

gnificant negative trend in pluviometry in only one locati-

on (Catley 2017), therefore no evidence of a generalised

increase in droughts. Catley explains the common im-

pression of the increasing frequency and severity of

droughts as being to do with the fact that ‘they affect gro-
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wing numbers of poorer herders with few animals, who

have few options in terms of moving or maintaining their

herds’ (Catley 2017: 15). 

32       LEAP is an FAO multi-stakeholder partnership concerned

with the environmental benchmarking of livestock sup-

ply chains.

33       A recent assessment of a pastoral system in Senegal by

the Centre de Coopération Internationale en Récherche

Agronomique pour le Développement (CIRAD), using a

new ‘ecosystem approach’, found a neutral annual car-

bon balance (Assouma et al. 2019). The methodology

most commonly used for assessing the GHG emissions

of livestock systems is the Life Cycle Assessment, which

being designed for industrial systems focuses exclusive-

ly on man made sources. The new methodology develo-

ped by CIRAD looks at all ecosystem components (ani-

mals, soil and plants) and the interactions between

themselves and with the atmosphere. This takes into

consideration not only the pastoralist ecosystem but

also what would happen if pastoralism disappeared, as

the niche presently occupied by pastoralism would most

likely be filled by termites, which are one of the main

natural sources of methane (CH4) in tropical savannas.

34       See Salih (1991) for a distinction between ‘livestock de-

velopment’ and ‘pastoral development’.

35       Little et al. (2008).

36       This is the view amongst scholars specialising in pasto-

ral systems. International institutions as disparate as the

African Union, IUCN, ILRI, the Club du Sahel, the World

Bank and the FAO have also produced statements along

these lines. 

37       Given that the population in rural areas grows faster than

the rural economy, and that the trend in the past 30

years has been for the distribution of resources to beco-

me increasingly uneven, every year a growing number of

farmers and pastoralists find it impossible to start or re-

main in the business. Besides, some are simply more at-

tracted by the hope of an easier or more promising liveli-

hood.

38       See http://reindeerherding.org/wrh/declarations/.

39       In 2005 in Oromia, Ethiopia; in 2007 in Segovia, Spain;

in 2010 in Mera, India; and in 2013 in Kiserian, Kenya.

40       Mera Declaration. Available at: https://www.iucn.org/

content/mera-declaration.

41       For example, in the Wilderswil Declaration (2007) and

the Kiserian Pastoralist Statement (2013). In 2017, the

Alliance for Food Sovereignty in Africa published a study

on pastoralism as part of their project Strengthening Pa-

storalist and Civil Society: Voices in the EAC and IGAD Re-

gions (AFSA 2017).

42       See http://danadeclaration.org/main_declarationen-

glish.shtml and http://danadeclaration.org/dana10/

dana-participant-statement-en.pdf.

43       See http://www.foodsovereignty.org/wp-content/uplo-

ads/2015/02/Download-declaration-Agroecology-Nyele-

ni-2015.pdf.

44       See https://vsf-international.org/cancun-statement-pa-

storalism/.

45       UNDP-GDI (2003). A list of myths about pastoralism is

provided in Annex 2.

46       See https://www.pastoralists.org.

47       IUCN (2012).

48       The ‘minimum standards’ for pastoral development are

defined by a balanced combination of four principles: (i)

develop country strategies that recognise and support

pastoral systems; (ii) avoid investments and policies

that undermine pastoral systems; (iii) place governance

and rights, including those of minorities, at the centre of

pastoral development; and (iv) promote investments

and policies that support pastoral systems (IUCN 2012).

49       See http://www.fao.org/pastoralist-knowledge-hub/en/.

50       IFAD (2018a, 2018b). See also https://www.ifad.org/en/

web/latest/event/asset/39006852.

51       See https://globalrangelands.org/international-year-ran-

gelands-and-pastoralists-initiative.

52       A ‘pastoral code’ was approved by the Chadian National

Assembly in 2014 but blocked a few weeks later on

political grounds. More recently, the government has

been working on the Loi d’orientation agro-sylvo-pas-

torale et halieutique with support from the FAO. See

http://www.fao.org/tchad/actualites/detail-events/en/

c/1041818/.

53       Davies et al. (2018).

54       FAO (2016).

55       See http://www.fao.org/pastoralist-knowledge-hub/know-

ledge-repository/legislation/en/.

56       African Union (2010).

57       African Union (2010: sec. 1.2).

58       African Union (2010: secs. 4.1.3 and 4.1.4).

59       African Union (2010: sec. 1.1.2).

60       African Union (2010: sec.  4.1.2).

61       Republic of Kenya (2012).

62       Republic of Kenya (2012: v).

63       Republic of Kenya (2012: sec. 5.3.7).

64       N’Djamena Declaration on the Contribution of Pastoral

Livestock to the Security and Development of the Saharo-

Sahelian Areas. Available at: https://www.pasto-secu-nd-

jamena.org/classified/N_Djamena_Declaration_eng.pdf.

65       Nouakchott Declaration on Pastoralism: Mobilizing Joint-

ly an Ambitious Effort to Ensure Pastoralism without Bor-

ders. Available at: https://rr-africa.oie.int/docspdf/en/

2013/NOUAKCHOTT.pdf.

66       AU-IBAR (2015).

67       UN (2015).

68       See https://fic.tufts.edu/pacaps-project/Pastoralism%

20&%20Policy/COMESA%20RLPF%20flyer.pdf.

69       See https://igad.int/divisions/agriculture-and-environ-

ment/1809-igad-member-states-call-for-the-establish-
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ment-of-a-pastoral-land-governance-platform.

70       See http://hubrural.org/CEDEAO-rencontre-de-haut-niveau-

sur-le-pastoralisme-et-la-transhumance.html.

71       The Somali areas remained under British administration

for another ten years.

72       Markakis (2011).

73       As analysed by Sen (1981).

74       Flintan (2011), Helland (2000), Sugule and Walker (1998),

Hagmann and Mulugeta (2008) and Homann et al. (2004).

75       Markakis (2011) and Little et al. (2010a).

76       Prunier (2015) and Gebeye (2016).

77       Ayalew (2001) and Gebeye (2016).

78       ‘The Government shall have the responsibility to improve

grazing areas, to dig wells and to settle the nomadic

people for farming purposes’ (PMAC 1975: art. 27). Else-

where it is stated that ‘Nomadic peoples shall form asso-

ciations to effectively carry out the functions enumerated

in Article 10 (2) to (9)’ (PMAC 1975: art. 26). One of

these functions is ‘to undertake villagization program-

mes’ (PMAC 1975: art. 10.8).

79       Vaughan (2015).

80       Little et al. (2010a, 2010b). For a more recent review,

see Gebeye (2016) and Gebremeskel et al. (2019). 

81       Gebremeskel et al. (2019).

82       Gomes (2006) and Nassef and Belayhun (2012).

83       Elias (2008), Elias and Abdi (2010), PFE et al. (2010),

Flintan (2011, 2014), Napier and Desta (2011), Korf et al.

(2015), Mosley and Watson (2016) and Samuel et al.

(2016).

84       Jackson (2011) and King and Monaghan (2015).

85       Ridgewell and Flintan (2007a, 2007b), Flintan (2010)

and Watson (2010).

86       Catley (2009), Catley and Iyasu (2010), Aklilu and Catley

(2010a, 2010b), Behnke (2010), Mahmoud (2010), Akli-

lu and Catley (2011), Behnke and Metaferia (2011) and

Negatu (2011).

87       Catley and Cullis (2012), Venton et al. (2012) and Yirgu

et al. (2013).

88       Markakis (2011), Little et al. (2010a) and Lefort (2015).

89       For an extensive and updated overview of pastoral deve-

lopment projects in Ethiopia, see Gebremeskel et al.

(2019). 

90       FDRE (2001).

91       The ability to force other people to take particular ac-

tions is only the most visible and direct manifestation of

power. A more sophisticated dimension of power con-

sists of defining the boundaries within which other

people exercise their free choice (Lukes 2005).

92       This point was made during an intervention at the Natio-

nal Consultative Workshop on Pastoral Development and

Pastoralism in Ethiopia, Addis Ababa, 21 March 2017.

93       Korf et al. (2015).

94       Lavers (2012).

95       Mosley and Watson (2016), Stevenson and Buffavand

(2017) and Pertaub and Stevenson (2019).

96       In the words of Stephen Sandford, who at the time of wri-

ting had spent most of his professional life in Ethiopia –

as economics advisor to the Development Bank of Ethio-

pia, then as senior economist in the Livestock and Meat

Board of the Ethiopian Government, later at ODI and

ILCA: ‘Spending money on new water supplies is the ea-

siest form of pastoral development. In many pastoral de-

velopment programmes it is the only planned activity

which actually gets carried out … While this is a great

waste of money, it has less serious environmental and

social effects than one might fear, since after a few years

few new water points still function’ (Sandford 1983: 63).

97       Nassef and Belayhun comment, ‘Water development can

potentially undermine rather than promote development

in pastoral regions if local needs, land use patterns, live-

lihood systems, and ecological functions (and the relati-

onship between them) are not sufficiently understood

and considered … [D]ivorced from an in-depth understan-

ding of pastoral livelihoods [water-point development]

can compromise sustainable development in the long

term despite stemming water shortages in the short

term’ (Nassef and Belayhun 2012: vii). Such observati-

ons go back a long time. Gebre-Mariam (1982) had pre-

viously pointed out that the rangeland around large

water points was often degraded as it attracted settlers

and the year-round use of the surrounding pasture, inclu-

ding crop cultivation and competing land use in predo-

minantly rangeland areas.

98       Pertaub and Stevenson (2019).

99       Flintan (2011), Mosley and Watson (2016) and Survival

International (2016).

100    ‘All property not held and possessed in the name of any

person natural or juridical, including … all forests and all

grazing lands water courses, lakes and territorial waters

are State Domain’ (Haile Selassie I 1955: art. 130a).

101    ‘As of the effective date of this Proclamation, nomadic

people shall have possessory rights over the lands they

customarily use for grazing or other purposes related to

agriculture. Nothing in the foregoing shall affect interna-

tional agreements relating to nomadic lands’ (PMAC

1975: art. 24).

102    Samuel et al. comment that ‘No full regional land use

plan is yet available in any of the pastoral-dominated re-

gional states … Exceptions are land use planning carried

out in Oromia, Afar, and Somali regions for river basin

development.’ (Samuel et al. 2016: 7). See also Flintan

(2014) and ICPALD (2017).

103    Even for irrigation, prime land is usually preferred. None

of the irrigation schemes in the Awash have opened up

new or unutilized resources (Little et al. 2010a).

104    Each hectare of dry-season grazing reserve enables pa-

storal systems to make use of 7 to 10 hectares of wet-

season grazing land. Therefore taking 1,000 hectares of
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dry-season grazing reserve out of the pastoral system ef-

fectively means an economic loss equal to the producti-

ve value not only of the converted land, but also of an

additional 7,000 to 10,000 hectares of wet-season ran-

geland that can no longer be accessed if herders cannot

rely on the grazing reserve for keeping the system going

through the dry season.

105    Prosopis juliflora was introduced to Ethiopia by develop-

ment programmes in the 1970s, when it was planted

over large areas until 1982, and again by the Food for

Work Programme from 1986 to 1988. Today it is conside-

red an invasive weed (Sertse 2005; Mehari 2015). In

Afar alone, the area covered by Prosopis juliflora

amounts to 30 per cent of productive land (Flintan 2011).

106    Private enclosures in pastoral regions have spread since

the 1990s, also promoted by development projects as

part of the drive to commercialization, and on the as-

sumption that enclosures are universally beneficial for

productivity and resilience to drought, despite empirical

evidence suggesting the opposite (Gezu 2008). The spre-

ad of private enclosures has added to land fragmentati-

on and contributed to undermining customary instituti-

ons managing access to grazing land. Enclosures are

usually controlled by wealthier actors engaged in com-

mercial production; they are not a solution for poorer

households trying to rebuild their herds (Napier and

Desta 2011; Korf et al. 2015; Hagmann and Mulugeta

2008; Devereux 2006). In Afar, pastoralists are fencing

plots to prevent claims that the land is ‘vacant’ as popu-

lation pressure and land degradation in the highlands

precipitates the expansion of rain-fed agriculture towards

the lowlands (Elias and Abdi 2010; Diress et al. 2010).

107    A survey of 400 households in Borena and Oromiya

found dramatic losses in grazing resources and livestock

assets in about 85 per cent of the sample (Elias 2008).

108    CSAE (2017).

109    Catley and Iyasu (2010).

110    Aklilu and Catley (2010b).

111    Watson (2010) and Ridgewell and Flintan (2007a,

2007b).

112    Markakis (2011).

113    Catley and Iyasu (2010).

114    CSAE (2017), with figures from 2016.

115    CSAE (2017).

116    CSAE (2017).

117    FAO (2011).

118    Flintan (2011). According to the FAO: ‘The Ministry of

Agriculture estimates Ethiopia as having one of the hig-

hest rates of soil nutrient depletion in sub-Saharan Afri-

ca with losses from the use of dung as fuel for domestic

purposes estimated to [be] equivalent to the annual use

of phosphorous and nitrogen fertilizers’ (FAO 2011: 6).

119    ‘15-20 per cent of potential grain production due to poor

pre-harvest practices and natural disasters … losses of

up to 30 per cent post-harvest due to inappropriate col-

lection, transport, storage, pest control, etc.’ (MoARD

2010: 10).

120    CSAE (2017).

121    Behnke and Metaferia (2011).

122    Behnke and Metaferia (2011) and Leta and Mesele

(2014). All dollar prices are in US dollars.

123    Shapiro et al. (2017).

124    Gebremeskel et al. (2019).

125    CSAE (2017).

126    Flintan (2011).

127    CSAE (2017).

128    CSAE (2017).

129    Little et al. (2010b).

130    SEEDA/MISEREOR focus-group with pastoralists in Ruki,

Afdem, 26 November 2017. 

131    Afar take their herds up into the Oromia zone of the Am-

hara region for two to three months at a time, often also

working as wage labourers for highland farmers. Pastora-

lists in Bati district (Amhara region), who also farm, send

their livestock to friends in Afar during the farming sea-

son, often for a fee. Smallholders in the east of Kewet di-

strict on the Amhara/Afar border sometimes rent additio-

nal land from pastoralists through crop-sharing agree-

ments. In Borena (Oromia region), crop farming and pa-

storal systems often blend into one another, with pasto-

ralists renting land from farmers (e.g. in Dugda Dawa)

and labour-scarce farming households hiring pastora-

lists as agricultural labour (Negatu 2011; Gebreselassie

2016).

132    Little et al. (2010a), Behnke and Metaferia (2011). See

also Coppock (1994) and Legese et al. (2008).

133    Sen (1981) and Catley and Iyasu (2010).

134    Catley and Iyasu (2010) and Aklilu and Catley (2010a).

135    The entitlement approach to the analysis of famines was

proposed as a more powerful and evidence-based alter-

native to the assumption that they are caused by a decli-

ne in food availability. The entitlement approach ‘con-

centrates on the ability of people to command food

through the legal means available in the society’ (Sen

1981: 45). Sen based his argument on a fine-grained

analysis of major famines, including the Ethiopian fami-

ne of 1972–1974. Throughout the famine years, while

farmers in certain provinces were starving to death, food

availability in Ethiopia as a whole registered only a negli-

gible decline. Indeed, food was moved out of famine-hit

Wollo to other provinces throughout the famine period,

while food prices in the province registered no substanti-

al rise. Using the entitlement approach, Sen explains

that, ‘Since the farmers’ food entitlement is a direct entit-

lement (without going through the market), a collapse of

it can operate without a rise in market prices’ (Sen 1981:

96). Similar reasoning can apply to moments of crisis in

pastoralism. Even with pastoral systems representing al-
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most half of the livestock sector, a crisis that affected

poor pastoralists above all (i.e. fuelled by lack of entitle-

ment not by general scarcity) would record only a negligi-

ble fluctuation in livestock marketing for the country as a

whole. Indeed, it might even result in an increase of live-

stock on the market, as poor households are forced by

need to sell more animals than their preferred strategy

(selling as little as possible in order to rebuild the herd)

would prescribe. 

136    SOS Sahel Ethiopia (2008). For a more recent and detai-

led analysis, which confirmed substantial undervaluati-

on, see Behnke and Metaferia (2011).

137    Little et al. (2010a).

138    Behnke and Metaferia (2011).

139    Venton et al. (2012: 70).
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