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In the past 100 years, Kenya recorded 
28 major droughts, four of which 
occurred in the last ten years. These 
droughts have had a devastating 
impact on people’s lives and 
livelihoods. For the three million 
pastoralists of northern Kenya, 
climate change is today’s reality. 

The way of life that has supported 
them for thousands of years is 
falling prey to the impact of climate 
change. It is estimated that close 
to one million have already been 
forced to abandon pastoralism. 

Along an 800-kilometre stretch of 
road to Mandera in northern Kenya, 
a number of new villages have 
sprung up. These villages are now 
hosting the very first ‘environmental 
refugees’ in northern Kenya 
whom, in our language, we call 
‘pastoralist dropouts’. In this region 
livelihoods today are almost entirely 
dependent on emergency food aid.    

Pastoralists traditionally move from 
one area to another in search of 
pasture and in search of water for 
their livestock. They will move with 
their livestock in response to drought, 
so every time there is climatic stress – 
which manifests itself in failure of the 
rains – pastoralists will traditionally 
migrate, following the rains. With 
the increasing frequency and severity 
of the droughts, pastoralists’ land 
can no longer sustain them and 
people have been forced to migrate. 

Migration comes now in two forms. 
Firstly, some completely drop 
out of the pastoralist lifestyle and 
system, moving to urban centres to 
seek casual work or to depend on 
gifts from relatives – the first line 
of defence against climate stress. 
Secondly, many move near to urban 
centres to seek emergency food 
aid. These are people who would 
traditionally have migrated in search 
of better opportunities – water 
and pasture – to elsewhere in East 

and Horn of Africa, particularly to 
neighbouring Somalia and Ethiopia. 
But these cross-border avenues are 
now closed because of the geopolitical 
situation. People can no longer 
move where they need to for better 
opportunities. Their only option is 
to live on the periphery of urban 
centres as internally displaced people. 
Waiting for emergency aid is now 
their main system of livelihood. 

There are certainly many other factors 
that bring about poverty in the region, 
that make people vulnerable to these 
climatic conditions, but the one that 
is now tipping things over, that is 
bringing the people’s livelihoods 
to their knees, is climate change. 

Mohamed Adow (madow@christian-
aid.org) is from northern Kenya and 
is currently working with Christian 
Aid in East Africa.  This article is an 
edited version of a presentation made 
at a conference on Climate Change 
and Forced Migration organised 
by the Institute for Public Policy 
Research in London, 29 April 2008.

The pastoralist community of northern Kenya has been 
ravaged by both droughts and floods. 

Pastoralists in Kenya
Mohamed Adow

Change in Peru
“… the Incas enforced sustainable 
handling of the forest and applied 
severe penalties to those that 
destroyed it. My father told us that 
he recalls having seen the foothills 
of the Coropuna snow peak full of 
woods. Between the trees, water 
would spring and pasture was always 
green. Nowadays we see a few woods 
only, and some of them are very thin. 

The problem is that there is no water 
and the people need money. I try to 
talk to the people and beg them not 
to cut trees any more because there 
is no more green pasture and there 
are no more springs. The little we have 
is sacred. The deer and the puma 
and now the Coropuna snow peak, 
all those marvels, are leaving us.”

Guillermo Escolástico Góngora, 
Becerra farmer in the forest 
of Quewiña Huamanmarca 
in Andaray, Peru

 
From Adapting to Climate Change: 
Practical Perspectives, GTZ, 2008. 
Online at www.gtz.de/en/dokumente/
en-climate-adaptation.pdf
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