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Executive Summary 

T he Horn of Africa is in the midst of the longest and most devastating drought it has ever 
experienced. Within that context, this report provides humanitarian actors—and their 
counterparts in the development and peacebuilding communities—with a reconceptualization 

of the intersections between climate change and conflict. 

The factors contributing to fragility, coupled with the stubborn gaps and challenges people and 
institutions in the Horn face, require different ways of thinking about the region. International 
partners must be deliberate about understanding the complex linkages between climate and conflict; 
introspective in identifying limitations, shortfalls, challenges, and successes in programming; and 
forward leaning in anticipating future needs and responses to climate-related crises. These shifts are 
critical since the scale and frequency of climate shocks will have reverberating effects on displacement, 
violence, health, and livelihoods throughout the region. Given the range of impacts, the humanitarian, 
development, and peacebuilding sectors must coordinate and collaborate more closely with one 
another—for example, by appreciating how climate adaptation and peacebuilding programming can be 
sequenced with and complement lifesaving assistance. Although this report focuses on humanitarian 
action, the authors argue that sustainable responses to the complex crises in the Horn of Africa entail a 
more comprehensive view of the foreign assistance architecture, one where long-term prevention and 
resilience measures are thoroughly integrated among stakeholders. 

Drawing on interdisciplinary research, expert interviews, and contextual analyses, this report elucidates 
the interactions between climate change and other areas of vulnerability within the region. It starts 
by outlining the impacts of the climate crisis and comparing how these manifest in Ethiopia, Somalia, 
and northern Kenya. It then explores ties between climate vulnerability and fragility in these countries. 
Based on four major regional factors of fragility—(1) exposure to increasingly frequent and severe 
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climate shocks, (2) resource-dependent livelihoods, (3) weak and exclusive governance, and (4) regional 
instability and conflict—this report then moves to consider major gaps and challenges in providing 
humanitarian aid. It concludes by outlining new ways forward in the (1) timing, (2) approach, (3) 
conflict sensitivity, (4) human mobility enhancement, and (5) innovation of humanitarian responses.

By contextualizing the region’s current acute needs, the report underscores how humanitarian responses 
cannot be siloed from other forms of assistance, especially given challenges in scale, funding, and 
flexibility. As climate-related impacts continue to manifest in disparate and interconnected ways, 
the authors hope the report offers new opportunities for coherence among peace, development, and 
humanitarian stakeholders to mitigate and avert humanitarian crises in the Horn of Africa.

To achieve sustainable climate resilience, durable peace, and, ultimately, prosperity, the people of the 
Horn require international partners to conceive new ways forward. The climate will continue to change, 
but the impact of that change on human security need not be at the level of devastation seen over the 
past decade in the Horn of Africa. 

The climate will continue to change, but the impact of 
that change on human security need not be at the level of 
devastation seen over the past decade in the Horn of Africa. 



3  |  Strouboulis, Tesfaye, Edwards, and Yayboke

Climate and Crisis  
in the Horn of Africa

A s of November 2022, parts of the Horn of Africa had seen a record five consecutive failed 
rainy seasons. In fact, the 2022 March-April-May season in Somalia, Ethiopia, and Kenya was 
the driest since records began in 1949.1 Droughts in the region are becoming increasingly 

frequent: whereas rains used to fail approximately once every ten years, the latest drought has lasted 
for two consecutive years. The shortened drought cycle has made it more difficult for communities 
in the Horn to recover from previous drought periods, much less implement the necessary adaptive 
strategies to a changed climatic environment. 

While ongoing droughts have affected the entire Horn, Ethiopia, Somalia, and northern Kenya show 
the most critical humanitarian need. The effects of drought in these places are compounded by 
conflict, price shocks (particularly because of Russia’s war in Ukraine), the continued fallout of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, and a recent locust upsurge. Most critically, Ethiopia, Somalia, and northern 
Kenya, to different extents, all face an interconnected set of challenges to overcoming these 
compounding crises: climate vulnerability, low adaptive capacity, and state fragility. These crises 
have driven acute food insecurity, massive displacement, additional burdens placed on overstretched 
government institutions, and negative impacts on long-term development. 

Food Insecurity
Ethiopia, Somalia, and northern Kenya are particularly vulnerable to increasing drought patterns, in 
part due to their significant pastoral populations. In the case of Somalia, pastoralists constitute over 
half of the population.2 The pastoral livestock and meat trade from the greater Horn is a vulnerable 
yet core part of the economy, valued at around $1 billion a year.3 High international demand for 
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livestock and meat exports has translated into a growth in pastoralism, while competition for access 
to water and grazing land has increased due, in part, to successive droughts and population growth.4 

With growing land and water insecurity, migration patterns of pastoralists—nomadic herders and 
semi-settled livestock farmers—are shifting, putting pastoral groups in contact with new communities 
“where customary agreements may not exist or where the local population may be unable to cope 
with rising pressures on resources.”5 A lack of clarity around land tenure and a failure of state and 
customary institutions to effectively adjudicate disputes contribute to more frequent and expanding 
intercommunal conflicts. 

The impacts of prolonged drought have been broadly devastating across livelihood groups and 
communities, contributing to acute food insecurity. In August 2022, the World Health Organization 
(WHO) declared the greater Horn region—including Djibouti, Somalia, Sudan, South Sudan, Ethiopia, 
Uganda, and Kenya—to be experiencing “one of the worst hunger crises of the last 70 years.”6 In the 
coming months, over 37 million people in the region—including nearly half the population in Somalia—
are expected to be at the crisis level or worse on the International Food Security Phase Classification 
(IPC) scale.7 Across Ethiopia, Somalia, and northern Kenya, where food insecurity has been most 
pronounced, an estimated 9.2 million livestock had died as of July 2022 due to the ongoing drought.8 

While major losses of livestock due to drought and ongoing economic instability in the region remain 
the primary sources of this humanitarian crisis, reduced major crop yields related to the drought 
compound these factors. For example, maize is sensitive to climatic shocks, and the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands predicts a “nationwide production decline of 90,000 metric tons” 
by 2055.9 Although this represents a decrease of only 2.5–3 percent of Kenya’s current maize yield, 
it is significant from economic and food insecurity perspectives given how central the crop is to the 
Kenyan agricultural economy. Similarly, while teff, a major crop in Ethiopia, is relatively drought 
resistant, other crops such as barley and wheat are already seeing declining yields as temperatures and 
droughts increase. In agropastoral areas, failed crop production has also limited crop residue, used for 
livestock feed in the dry season.10 Notably, due to the widespread death of livestock, these countries 
are also facing a milk crisis, making it very difficult for children to get the necessary nutrition and 
leading to increasing levels of wasting in the communities most affected by drought.11 

Forced Displacement
As a result of these overlapping crises, there continues to be significant internal displacement within 
Ethiopia, Somalia, and South Sudan as people leave their homes to seek safety and access to food, water, 
health services, and pastureland.12 The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
estimated there were approximately 12.83 million internally displaced people (IDPs) across the Horn 
as of June 2022.13 The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) estimated Ethiopia and Somalia had 
approximately 4.2 and 3.7 million IDPs, respectively.14 This displacement, along with lack of access 
to clean water, has exacerbated other issues, including hygiene and sanitation, leading to increased 
instances of diarrhea as well as disease outbreaks such as cholera, hepatitis A, typhoid, and polio.15 

Issues of food insecurity and forced displacement—entangled in ongoing climate and political 
crises—have stretched state institutions in Ethiopia, Somalia, and northern Kenya past capacity, 
limiting the provision of public goods and services that could prevent drought-driven food insecurity 
from developing into famine. For example, hostilities in northern Ethiopia may come to an end 
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thanks to a November 2022 truce, though the durability of the agreement between conflict actors 
is questionable.16 Even if peace lasts, the nearly two-year armed conflict has caused environmental 
degradation and poor humanitarian and commercial access to the Tigray region for much of 2021 
and 2022.17 Across the region, the Covid-19 pandemic has affected state capacities: at the onset of 
the pandemic, 50 percent of East African citizens had inadequate access to healthcare and 90 percent 
lacked social protection services from the state.18

The Impact of Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine
The Horn of Africa is highly dependent on agricultural commodities imported from Russia and Ukraine. 
Shock waves emanating from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine have affected the Horn in particular, 
compounding supply chain issues brought on by the Covid-19 pandemic. Disruptions to global supply 
chains and worldwide inflationary pressures are making staple resources such as wheat, oil, and fertilizer 
increasingly expensive.19 Specifically, the conflict has reduced supply and raised prices of wheat and 
cooking oil from the Black Sea. Reduced supply of wheat, in turn, has increased the price of animal feed, 
making it more expensive to rear animals. Moreover, energy price increases have driven up food prices 
globally. Finally, the high price of fertilizer will affect food security in the region as farmers use less fertilizer, 
thus decreasing yields. 

East African countries import up to 90 percent of their wheat from Russia and Ukraine.20 Somalia has 
seen wheat and petrol prices rise by 300 percent.21 In northern Kenya, Marsabit County experienced a 20 
percent increase in the price of maize compared to the previous year, while the prices of livestock, critical 
to Marsabit County’s economy, declined to extreme lows. 22 As of April 2022, the sale of a goat in Marsabit 
could purchase only 40 kilograms of maize, compared to 70 kilograms in April 2021.23 FEWS NET projects 
that these prices will likely increase in the short term due to the failed rainy season, global inflation, and 
disruption in crop production and international travel because of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.24

Conflict
Interlocking conflicts and climate crises have had long-term developmental impacts in Ethiopia, Somalia, 
and northern Kenya. In late August 2022, UNICEF reported an estimated 15 million children in the Horn 
were out of school due to ongoing drought and displacement, with 3.3 million more at risk.25 Ongoing 
crises have widened many societal inequalities—educational and other—especially along gender lines. 
According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), gender-based violence 
has risen due to the ongoing drought in the Horn and the lingering economic effects of the Covid-19 
pandemic.26 In the Galmudug, Puntland, and Benadir regions of Somalia, in particular, the International 
Rescue Committee (IRC) documented increased violence toward young girls.27 

Subregional Variability
While Ethiopia, Somalia, and northern Kenya share high levels of climate vulnerability, large pastoral 
populations, acute food insecurity, and ongoing price shocks, each is distinct in its state capacity 
and institutional strength, as well as the conflict dynamics specific to its context. Both Ethiopia and 
Kenya have stronger institutional capacity than Somalia, which faces ongoing political and violent 
conflict that has severely challenged state legitimacy for over three decades.28 Ethiopia and Kenya 
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have employed large-scale government safety-net programs in the past decade to combat the effects of 
drought.29 Ethiopia uses a mix of cash and food transfers, while in Kenya, transfers are largely cash. In 
both countries, international donors mostly fund transfer programs. 

MOGADISHU

Risk level Conflict type
Minimal Battle

Violence against civilians
Explosion/remote violence

Stressed
Crisis
Emergency
Famine

Most conflict events happen in places where there is a 
food insecurity crisis, emergency, or famine, even over 
a randomly selected recent two-month period.

Source: “Somalia Projected Food Security Outcomes: August 2022 - September 2022,” Famine Early Warning Systems Network, 
September 12, 2022, https://fews.net/content/somalia-food-security-classification-august-2022-january-2023; Armed Conflict Location 
& Event Data Project (ACLED), www.acleddata.com.

Figure 1: Conflict and Food Insecurity Overlap in Somalia, August 1–September 30, 2022
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Ethiopia and Kenya have also created “national and regional strategies and policies” aiming to combat 
the growing challenges presented by climate change. 30 In 2010, the Ethiopian government unveiled 
the Ethiopian Programme of Adaptation to Climate Change, which has been supplemented by later 
policies, including the Climate-Resilient Green Economy strategy and sector-specific strategies.31 
Kenya similarly released its National Climate Change Response Strategy in 2010, as well as a 
National Climate Change Action Plan in 2013 and a later National Adaptation Plan.32 Moreover, 
the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), a trade bloc in the Horn, has spurred 
collaborative drought resilience and sustainable livelihood programming across the region.33 For 
instance, the Building Opportunities for Resilience in the Horn of Africa (BORESHA) project, led by the 
Danish Refugee Council and funded by the EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa, worked to improve 
economic resilience to drought for vulnerable populations across Ethiopia, Kenya, and Somalia.34 In 
this way, organizations are actively working to supplement government actions to build resilience 
among their populations.

While Ethiopia, Somalia, and northern Kenya face high levels of instability, the source and dynamics 
are different in each country and often within subnational regions. While at the national level, conflict 
can manifest as ideological differences between political groups, at the local level conflict often 
revolves around socioeconomic grievances like lack of access to natural resources. Ethiopia’s conflict 
in its northern regions has been characterized as a political dispute over the nature of federalism, 
but intercommunal clashes are growing in several regions including Oromia; the Southern Nations, 
Nationalities, and Peoples’ Region (SNNPR); Somali; Afar; and Benishangul Gumuz. Conflict in Kenya 
is increasingly related to “issues around marginalisation and political representation.”35 While election 
violence in Kenya has declined since peaking in 2007, there was a marked increase in “hate speech 
aimed at influencing voters” in the months leading up to the August 2022 elections.36 While all 
three states have also seen a rise in extremism in the past few decades, Somalia faces acute security 
challenges from the al Shabaab extremist group as well as intercommunal violence resulting from 
clashes between subnational authorities.37 

ETHIOPIA
Ethiopia faces compounding and, at times, intersecting humanitarian crises due to conflict in the 
north and drought in the lowlands. As of early 2022, an estimated 29 million people—up from 8.4 
million in early 2020—required humanitarian assistance.38 Some are affected by conflict, others 
by successive droughts, and some by both. In the north of Ethiopia, including the Tigray, Amhara, 
and Afar regions, an estimated 13 million people need food assistance.39 Security concerns in these 
regions have hindered humanitarian operations, including distribution of fertilizer and other aid 
supplies.40 In Afar, humanitarian needs stem from “the combined effects of drought and conflict, 
ensuing displacement, lack of market access, and high food prices.”41 While many people require 
food assistance, access issues, destruction of public facilities, and looting of aid supplies hinder aid 
distribution in these northern regions.42 

In regions to the south, such as Somali and Oromia, ongoing drought is compounding existing 
displacement issues: many people in conflict-affected regions in the north have fled south, along 
with an estimated 246,000 refugees from Somalia.43 In southern Oromia, ongoing drought is affecting 
an estimated 3.5 million people, compounded by ongoing conflicts between unidentified armed 
groups, particularly in Guji.44 Over 740,000 people are believed to be internally displaced in western 
Oromia.45 Approximately three-fourths of those in need of humanitarian assistance are women and 
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children. By March 2022, “admission of children under five with severe acute malnutrition . . . has 
increased by more than 30 per cent compared to the average of the same period in the last five years 
(2017–2021).”46 With the death and emaciation of millions of livestock in the lowlands, there is a 
critical shortage of milk, depriving many children of a major source of nutrition.47 Relatedly, the OCHA 
documented that “the number of child marriage cases has increased by 264 per cent in Somali, by 69 
per cent in Oromia and by 38 per cent in SNNP—all regions severely affected by drought—compared to 
the same period (January–April) last year.”48

The Ethiopian government launched the Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP) in 2005 as a 
means of providing aid to vulnerable groups throughout the country.49 Since its launch, the program 
has provided cash and food transfers to approximately 8 million people throughout the country, or 
about 7 percent of the population.50 Other government support has included emergency support, 
including animal feed, fertilizer, grain, and new seeds, provided by the National Disaster and Risk 
Management Commission.51 However, Ethiopia’s ability to provide aid via PSNP diminished over 
the course of 2022 as aid dollars became more scarce and the government’s focus turned toward the 
conflict in the north.52 Ethiopia’s government has also experienced a policy-planning disconnect, 
namely because its planning models are “inconsistent with pastoralist production and marketing 
patterns that vary according to pre-drought, drought, and herd recovery phases.”53 These phases have 
been disrupted by prolonged drought over the past four failed rainy seasons, exacerbating planning 
challenges for both pastoral groups and policymakers. 

SOMALIA
An estimated 6.7 million people in Somalia are likely to require emergency food assistance between 
October and December 2022 alone.54 Somalia is more vulnerable than Ethiopia and northern Kenya 
to the ongoing drought and humanitarian crisis due to its arid and semiarid climate. Moreover, 
its lack of a functioning state, the dependency of its national gross domestic product (GDP) and 
livelihoods on livestock sales, and the entrenchment of violent extremist groups also play critical 
roles in Somalia’s vulnerability. 

While all three countries have large pastoral populations, 75 percent of Somalia’s GDP and 93 
percent of its exports are derived from livestock.55 Moreover, due to the country’s arid and 
semiarid landscape, compounded by the ongoing drought, the population faces widespread 
water shortages and difficulties accessing safe drinking water and proper sanitation facilities, 
contributing to an increase in cholera and measles.56 As in Ethiopia, conflict and drought have 
contributed to significant levels of displacement, with an estimated 3.7 million people internally 
displaced (at least 1.1 million of whom have been displaced due to drought since January 2021).57 
While many Somalis have fled to Ethiopia from violence instigated by extremist groups such as 
al Shabaab, many others remain internally displaced throughout the country. Moreover, attacks 
by extremist groups pose a critical challenge to humanitarian aid providers.58 During the 2011 
drought, for instance, militant leaders charged humanitarian actors for access to certain areas, 
prevented some agencies from providing aid, set fire to food and medicine, and brutally murdered 
humanitarian workers.59

Somalia also faces ongoing political tensions and weak drought response due to lack of a 
functioning government. Political tensions in Somalia increased from late 2020 through May 
2022 with the postponement of the presidential election.60 After the new government was elected 
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in May 2022, tensions rose between the federal and regional governments over disbursement 
of external drought-related aid.61 In late September 2022, five Somali ministers accused the 
federal government of withholding $9.6 million in aid given by the United Arab Emirates to fund 
humanitarian operations.

As in Ethiopia and northern Kenya, the humanitarian crisis in Somalia disproportionately affects 
women and girls. From 2019 to 2021, there was an 80 percent increase in reports of rape and other 
forms of sexual violence, largely committed by al Shabaab and clan militias against girls.62 

NORTHERN KENYA
While the ongoing drought has strongly affected northern Kenya, the region is relatively better off than 
both Ethiopia and Somalia due to a stronger central government (and an actual government response to 
drought); devolution of policy and budget authority to the subnational level, which allows for tailored 
responses; a history of community-based peacebuilding initiatives that have mediated the increase in 
intercommunal conflicts due to drought; and the presence of conflict early warning systems.

Nonetheless, the drought in northern Kenya has left 3.5 million people in need of humanitarian 
assistance.63 Worsening droughts have increased tensions and raiding between different pastoral 
groups. There has been a series of conflicts at the border between Kenya, Uganda, and South Sudan 
over shared resources, with many raids occurring at water points.64 These fights over increasingly 
scarce resources are compounded by “the growing prevalence of automatic weapons.”65 In one region of 
northern Kenya, annual fatalities from pastoral conflict “spiked from 500 to more than 3,000 over the 
past decade.”66

Other notable trends include “wealth differentiation as a result of recurrent livestock losses; greater 
sedentarisation; increasing demand for education and livelihood diversification; and changing 
gender roles.”67 As in Ethiopia and Somalia, women and girls in northern Kenya are particularly 
affected by the socioeconomic shifts brought on by ongoing drought. One study showed that women 
in the Turkana region were at higher risk of experiencing sexual violence during a drought compared 
to non-drought periods.68

However, community-based peacebuilding initiatives and conflict early warning systems have 
somewhat mediated the rise in tensions between pastoral groups and related border conflicts due to 
drought. Organizations such as Interpeace have worked with the National Cohesion and Integration 
Commission to facilitate local peacebuilding structures, for instance, by creating dialogue spaces for 
communities to work together to mediate conflict.69 In addition, the Kenyan government has worked 
with early warning groups such as the Conflict Early Warning and Response Mechanism (CEWARN) to 
prevent, detect, and mediate conflict threats throughout Kenya and the rest of the region.70
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Regional Factors  
of Fragility 

Although climate change is a global phenomenon, certain places are disproportionately exposed 
to—and thus affected by—climate threats. Socioeconomic and political factors such as food 
insecurity, forced displacement, and conflict elevate the risk of impacts from climate change, 

reducing communities’ adaptive capacity and eroding resilience to increasingly frequent and intense 
climate change–related environmental shocks. 

Fragility in the Horn of Africa is thus characterized by four interrelated phenomena: 

1. exposure to increasingly frequent and severe climate shocks; 

2. resource-dependent livelihoods; 

3. weak and exclusive governance; and 

4. regional instability and conflict.

Increasingly Frequent and Severe Climate Shocks 
The Horn of Africa typically has two rainy seasons per year: March–May and October–December. Multiple 
reports document increased variability in rainfall patterns and an overall increase in extreme weather 
events, creating a critical challenge for resilience-building activities.71 Since late 2020, the region has seen 
a record five consecutive below-average rainy seasons and an early forecast for a sixth in March–May 2023, 
contributing to devastating prolonged drought in Ethiopia’s lowlands, Somalia, and northern Kenya.72

Droughts have become more frequent and extreme across the Horn of Africa over the last half century 
due, in part, to climate change. Drought frequency has doubled from once every six years to once every 
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three years since 2005, with droughts becoming more severe during the long and summer rainfall 

seasons than during the short rainfall season.73 The current drought crisis is linked to the occurrence 

of La Niña—the large-scale cooling of ocean surface temperatures in the central and eastern equatorial 

Pacific Ocean—which affects rainfall patterns in different parts of the world, usually with drier conditions 

in the Horn of Africa. 74 Scientists predict that La Niña, which started in 2020, could continue into 2023.75 

Concerningly, La Niña events may also increase in frequency if greenhouse gas emissions remain high. 

In the coming decades, scientists project increases in annual rainfall in northern Kenya, Somalia, 

and parts of Ethiopia. In Ethiopia, increased rains in highland areas have already resulted in extreme 

flooding, paradoxically affecting drought-affected riverine areas downstream from highland rains. 

Despite this phenomenon, scientists also project that rainfall increases will be offset by increased 

temperatures and instances of extreme drought.76 Unpredictability will increase as trends move more 

toward the extremes.77 With an already significant increase in temperature since the early 1980s, it 

is estimated that by 2050, the region will experience increases in temperature ranging from 0.4 to 

3.2 degrees Celsius.78 Kenya, for instance, will experience a 17–45 percent increase in the number 

of hot days and a 32–75 percent increase in the number of hot nights. Ethiopia—home to both the 

highest elevation in the region (the Ethiopian highlands) and the hottest place on earth (the Danakil 

Depression)—will likely experience some of the greatest variability in temperature and rainfall in the 

region. Somalia will likely see an increase in overall rainfall offset by a decrease in spring rains and a 

significant rise in temperatures. 

The frequency and intensity of these climate change–related shocks are projected to increase, and 

the shocks will compound the region’s existing vulnerabilities and complex social, economic, and 

political challenges.79 The shocks will also have sub- and transnational impacts, including rising 

forced displacement and migration levels, increased political tensions, and intensified violent 

conflict within and between countries. Cyclical climate-related shocks are fast constituting a new 

normal in the Horn of Africa.

Resource Dependence
The Horn’s commodity-based economies rely on small-scale agriculture and pastoralism, sectors 

that are underdeveloped and lack resilience in this region. Many farmers do not have access to, nor 

have they adopted, modern methods and technologies that could offset some of the production risks 

posed by climate-related environmental change. Cereal production (maize, sorghum, millet, teff), 

for example, will diminish due to poor and erratic rainfall. Farmers’ limited access to a more diverse 

and adapted set of cereal varieties further compromises cereal yields. Any inputs received often show 

suboptimal yields due to poor agronomic management and pest outbreaks.80 Nevertheless, there are 

early indications of climate-smart agricultural practices: recognizing and promoting crop and varietal 

diversity; facilitating farmer access to varieties tolerant to drought, disease, and pests; and using 

climate information services and irrigation to improve output while mitigating risks to smallholder 

farmers. Many of these potential adaptations are not yet at scale, in part because most emergency seed 

aid responses in the region focus on procuring and disseminating seeds at scale instead of recognizing 

and supporting local seed systems and building their resilience.
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Agriculture and Livestock Are of Critical Importance
Livestock herding and agricultural production, both resource-dependent sectors, are the backbone of the 

Horn’s economies. In Ethiopia, agriculture, forestry, and fishing account for nearly 40 percent of GDP, nearly 

80 percent of merchandise exports, and over 65 percent of employment.81 In Somalia, agriculture, forestry, 

and fishing account for 63 percent of GDP, nearly 95 percent of merchandise exports are food exports, and 

80 percent of people are employed in agriculture.82 In Kenya, agriculture, forestry, and fishing account for 

nearly 25 percent of GDP, 48 percent of merchandise exports, and about 54 percent of the total population’s 

employment, climbing to around 70 percent among the rural population.83

Pastoralists also make up a significant portion of the Horn’s rural economy. In the region’s arid and 

semiarid areas—about 60 percent of the region’s total surface area—pastoral populations number an 

estimated 12–22 million people.84 Adaptation to climate change has proven especially challenging in 

pastoral areas, in part because existing solutions trend toward short-term survival rather than longer-

term adaptation to changing environmental conditions.

Facing shifting and increasingly variable 

weather patterns, many pastoralists have 

been displaced from their typical migration 

patterns.85 With droughts exacerbating 

recent overgrazing and land management 

issues, fertile pastures are increasingly scarce 

and livelihood conditions have worsened. 

Many cope by moving to areas where more 

resources are available. While migration 

may be a viable strategy, it also creates new 

challenges. For example, access to traditional 

pastoral routes is usually negotiated and 

regulated through customary law; however, 

pastoralists are forced to travel farther 

during droughts, putting them into contact 

(or conflict) with new groups without 

such agreements in place. Communities 

see increases in raiding and other types of 

intercommunal violence as competition over 

shared resources becomes more intense. 86

Some pastoralists cope by selling more livestock during drought periods. When done in deliberate 

ways, selling livestock—for example, selling a few goats, cows, or even camels early in a drought to pay 

for relocation to an area with more livestock fodder—can be a productive coping mechanism. However, 

the path to diminishing returns is rapid: a surplus of livestock on the market can lead to decreases in 

livestock prices and, derivatively, economic decline. Research connects this decline in economic well-

being to an increase in cases of raiding as well as pastoralists joining armed groups.87
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Figure 2: The Climate Cycle in Need of Breaking

Source: CSIS.



13  |  Strouboulis, Tesfaye, Edwards, and Yayboke

Still others have responded to drought and rainfall variability by turning toward agricultural 
production.88 Some have become “urban-based” pastoralists, with small plots of land for crop growing 
and livestock grazing, while “settled” pastoralists combine livestock husbandry with farming. However, 
cases of extreme drought—like the current situation—have wiped out both livestock and crops, thus 
lessening the viability of this strategy.89

According to regional experts interviewed for this report, it takes pastoralists in the Horn 
approximately five to eight years to recover from each drought. However, droughts are now happening 
in two-to-three-year cycles, never letting pastoralists fully recover. Given that most of the population 
relies on land- and water-dependent agropastoral activities, climate-related weather variability and 
resource availability have a disproportionate impact on lives and livelihoods. 

Weak and Exclusive Institutions
While farmers and agropastoralists have developed a range of adaptation and coping strategies at 
the community and household levels, they often lack the skills, labor, and capital to find sustainable 
livelihood alternatives.90 The informal strategies they deploy become progressively inadequate as 
the frequency and scale of climate variability and shocks increases. Vulnerability and scarcity due to 
environmental change are not apolitical phenomena: institutional capacity and political inclusion 
can moderate the negative effects of climate-related environmental change. Governments can help 
communities cope in times of drought via efforts like bolstered subnational agricultural extension 
services, strengthened local agro-economies, and other efforts to build inclusive resilience at the 
local level. However, weak and exclusive institutions can create or prolong the need for humanitarian 
assistance in areas of acute climate sensitivity.

Ethiopia, Somalia, and northern Kenya have had varying levels of state capacity at times of severe 
drought. For example, Somalia, embroiled in conflict, was a nonfunctioning state between 1992 and 
2012. Since 2012, the transitional government has built a fragile administration in Mogadishu but has 
been unable to establish a countrywide monopoly over the use of force and public service provision. 
Public services have been co-opted by al Shabaab, privatized to a subset of the population, or made 
entirely inaccessible. According to the World Bank’s Government Effectiveness indicator, a proxy for 
institutional capacity to deliver public services, Somalia’s percentile rank has not exceeded 4 percent 
since 1996, the first year of the data set, and between 2004 and 2016 was 0 percent. Similarly, the 
2022 INFORM Risk index ranked Somalia as the number one country at risk of humanitarian crises 

Country Risk Profiles

Overall risk class Hazard and exposure* Vulnerability* Lack of coping capacity*

Ethiopia Very high #17 #13 #26

Somalia Very high #2 #3 #4

Kenya Very high #4 #23 #49

*Note: Numbers shown refer to the specified country’s ranking out of 191 countries worldwide.
Source: Disaster Risk Management Knowledge Centre - INFORM Risk, “Country Risk Profile,” European Commission,  
https://drmkc.jrc.ec.europa.eu/inform-index/INFORM-Risk/Country-Risk-Profile.

https://drmkc.jrc.ec.europa.eu/inform-index/INFORM-Risk/Country-Risk-Profile
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and disasters overwhelming its national response capacity.91 For the index’s Lack of Coping Capacity 
dimension, Somalia’s institutional risk was 9.2 out of 10, and its infrastructure risk was 8.4 out of 10.92 
Alongside systemic institutional weakness, Somalis have had consistently poor access to external 
assistance.93 For example, during the 2010–11 drought, al Shabaab blocked aid flowing into Somalia, 
and foreign governments imposed counterterrorism-related constraints on humanitarian funding and 
operations. These and other factors culminated in the 2010–12 famine, which ultimately caused about 
258,000 deaths.94

Despite its authoritarian tendencies, the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front party 
significantly increased state capacity after seizing power in 1991. The Government Effectiveness 
indicator showed a positive trend from 1996 to 2008, reaching 42.23 percent, though since then this 
trend has stagnated and slightly declined.95 The 2022 INFORM Risk Index’s Lack of Coping Capacity 
dimension placed Ethiopia’s institutional risk at 4.6 out of 10 and its infrastructure risk at 8.3 out of 
10.96 Ethiopia has a history of disaster management institutions. It established the PSNP in 2005 and 
has supported 7–8 million rural Ethiopians for six months of every year with cash or food transfers.97 
The PSNP, alongside other government policies to promote food security and agricultural development, 
helped Ethiopia mitigate the risk of famine during the 2015–16 drought. More recent efforts show 
promise, like encouraging cluster farming and the government’s Green Legacy Initiative.98 However, the 
conflict between the Ethiopian government and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front in 2021 and 2022 
hindered public services and social protection measures alongside regional violence, inadequate rural 
infrastructure, and limited administrative capacity in peripheral areas of the country.

The Kenyan state, for its part, has been viewed as legitimate and relatively stable since its independence 
in 1963.99 Climate governance has also become a national priority, as demonstrated by the adoption of 
the Climate Change Act in 2016, which established a national council, funding mechanism, and agency 
to lead on climate change policy. The National Climate Change Action Plan 2018–22 also establishes 
priorities for achieving low-carbon, climate-resilient development. However, there are still gaps in 
mainstreaming the national climate adaptation mechanism at the subnational level, hindered by lack 
of shared information, funding, and accessibility.100 Decentralization will be key to Kenya’s resilience 
to climate change since most of its extreme vulnerability is found in its northern areas. Additional 
structural challenges affecting Kenya’s resilience include youth unemployment, ethnic and political 
tensions over the devolution of public administration, regional spillover conflicts, and entrenched 
corruption, particularly in the north and northeast of the country.101 

Climate Vulnerability, Fragility, and Conflict
While climate change is not inherently a trigger of conflict, it can aggravate economic, social, and political 
factors of fragility that might lead to conflict.102 Mobjörk and van Baalen of the Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute offer five explanations for why, how, and when climate-related environmental 
change can lead to violent conflict in Africa:103

1. worsening livelihood conditions; 

2. increasing migration; 

3. changing pastoral mobility patterns; 
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4. tactical considerations; and 

5. exploitation by elites. 

Places experiencing fragility face greater challenges adapting to climate change and are thus often 
considered extremely climate vulnerable.104 Due to an overall lack of state capacity, these states 
struggle to create and execute institutional strategies to plan for climate change and variability. They 
also may be unable to provide basic public services to aid those facing temporary and ongoing climate 
disasters, further contributing to fragility.

Regional Instability and Conflict 
There is growing consensus among experts about the existence of a “climate-conflict nexus,” 
whereby, under certain conditions, climate change exacerbates existing tensions and increases the 
risk of violent conflict. In turn, violent conflict degrades the environment and limits resilience, 
creating a wicked cycle. In the Horn of Africa, the prevalence of climate change, including severe 
droughts, unpredictable rainfall, shifts in resource availability, and other factors, interacts with the 
economic, political, and social factors discussed previously to heighten the possibility of violence.

With devastating conflicts and simmering tensions already present throughout the region, 
environmental change may contribute to chronic insecurity. In Kenya’s Laikipia County, for example, 
clashes between rival pastoralist communities and between pastoralist and farming communities 
have led to at least 35 deaths since September 2021.105 In northern Ethiopia and Somalia, conflicts 
have diverted efforts and resources, created obstacles for humanitarian access, and caused 
displacement—all of which undermine humanitarian goals and create opportunities for bad actors. 

Economic instability and personal insecurity are fruitful grounds for recruitment into armed 
groups, including terrorist organizations and self-defense groups, as in the case of Somalia.106 
Spillover from conflict in Ethiopia is also a concern, even with ongoing peace processes, 
particularly with the conflict-affected Tigray and Afar regions bordering Eritrea and the historically 
tempestuous Oromia region bordering northeastern Kenya.107 Internal and regional displacement 
from ongoing conflict can also lead to increased competition over depleted natural resources and 
inadequate social services.

Elites may escalate low-level community-based conflicts into civil war and chronic insecurity in 
order to grow and consolidate power. Tensions over resources may be linked to broader political 
grievances, which elites may fuel to divert attention from their own shortcomings, undermine 
opponents, and maintain support from their constituencies. For example, the destruction of the 
Syrian oil industry led people to refine their own crude oil, producing rivers of oil waste across 
northeast Syria and aggravating intercommunal tensions.108 Closer to the Horn, some consider the 
2003 conflict in Darfur a prime example of environmental trends like desertification contributing 
to violence that further degraded the environment. 109 There, government officials used “incendiary 
race-baiting political rhetoric” to fuel a power struggle between groups over ethnic and tribal land 
claims.110 Although climate change does not intrinsically lead to conflict, it does interact with 
existing factors of fragility, exacerbating tensions and conflicts and escalating the risk of violence.  
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As shown, the increased frequency and scale of weather and climate extremes such as drought, 
floods, and heat waves—combined with unsustainable practices that contribute to land and water 
degradation—have an adverse impact on the natural capital farmers and pastoralists rely on for 
their livelihoods. Climate shocks can reduce the quality and availability of natural resources, while 
additional social, political, and economic factors undermine communities’ adaptive capacity. This 
adverse relationship has led, and will continue to lead, to rising humanitarian needs within the 
Horn of Africa and other regions that depend on natural resources for their livelihoods.

Although climate change does not intrinsically lead to 
conflict, it does interact with existing factors of fragility, 
exacerbating tensions and conflicts and escalating the risk 
of violence.  
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Gaps and Challenges 

Humanitarian actors are on the front lines of witnessing and responding to the intensifying 
effects of climate change. With climate-related disasters forecasted to be more frequent and 
severe in the future, humanitarian needs, ranging from displacement to food insecurity to public 

health emergencies, will continue to increase. While the literature provides ideas on how to mitigate 
and help communities adapt to both slow- and rapid-onset impacts of climate change, humanitarian 
actors face unique gaps and challenges in responding to humanitarian needs in climate-vulnerable 
fragile contexts where the challenges of climate change and instability collide. 

The Nature of Aid 
An initial barrier to effective humanitarian policy and programming is that most assistance 
is unidirectional and narrow. Scientists, security professionals, civil society organizations, 
humanitarian actors, and the UN Security Council rightly frame climate change as a “threat 
multiplier,” asserting that climate change indirectly aggravates the drivers of insecurity to 
threaten peace and security.111 However, the threat multiplier paradigm narrowly defines a “one-
way effect” of climate change driving insecurity, overlooking the impact of conflict itself on the 
environment.112 More broadly, this paradigm narrowly views climate as a threat to security without 
due consideration of how conflict and climate change independently and concurrently impact 
infrastructure, public health, food insecurity, and other vulnerabilities. 

Humanitarian assistance is often late. Because responses are often informed by needs on the ground, they 
miss opportunities to get ahead of disasters. Nonetheless, efforts to improve forecast-based anticipatory 
actions and early responses are growing. Mechanisms such as the Central Emergency Response Fund 
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(CERF) are designed to activate early humanitarian response, as in the case of CERF distributing $40 
million in aid for Ethiopia and Somalia in early 2021 before drought conditions peaked. Although the 
funding “enabled swift procurement of critical nutrition supplies, medicines and vaccines”113 and was 
meant to encourage other donors to mobilize resources for the crisis, additional funding trickled in 
slowly. By April 2022, the funding gap had grown, and humanitarian actors called for more than $4.4 
billion in funding to provide lifesaving aid and protection for close to 30 million people affected in Kenya, 
Ethiopia, and Somalia in 2022. According to one NGO leader, “not getting much needed international 
attention and additional resources at a time of historic need in the Horn of Africa would result in the loss 
of thousands of lives that could have been saved by a timely and at-scale response.”114 

Funding at Scale
Another critical gap in humanitarian programming is meeting the scale, location, and range of needs. 
The United Nations estimates that in 2022 over 200 million people worldwide required humanitarian 
assistance, but only one-third of the record $48.7 billion needed to respond had been pledged.115 This 
is the largest-ever shortfall in global humanitarian finance, a gap that has gradually increased as needs 
increase faster than funding levels. By November 2022, an estimated 20.9 million people faced high 
levels of acute food insecurity across the Horn, compared to approximately 13 million in 2011 and in 
2017.116 In addition to funding, security and bureaucratic constraints can also limit the ability to reach 
those most in need. While some organizations can negotiate access, they face persistent limitations in 
how they operate within the conflict zone, as in the case of Tigray.

Photo: Erol Yayboke.
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Meeting the scale of the challenge in the Horn is complicated by the unprecedented nature 
of climate impacts, particularly in fragile contexts. A 2021 World Bank study showed that the 
frequency of droughts in sub-Saharan Africa nearly tripled between 1970–79 and 2010–19.117 The 
current drought in the Horn is one of three in the past 10 years alone.118 Unprecedented challenges 
require unprecedented types and levels of response, but donors have fallen short of meeting their 
commitments to avert greater impacts of climate change through mitigation efforts. Donors have also 
fallen short of funding adaptation efforts in countries that are already feeling the impacts. Climate-
vulnerable fragile contexts are the least prepared to adapt and typically receive the least amount of 
climate finance, in part due to risk aversion and bureaucratic challenges with accessing funds. On 
average, extremely fragile states receive $2.10 per person in adaptation financing compared to $161.70 
per person for nonfragile states.119 The 27th UN Climate Change Conference of the Parties (COP27) in 
Egypt in November 2022 saw increased interest in providing aid for climate adaptation in fragile states, 
with Germany pledging €40 million to climate-vulnerable countries in Africa.120 However, despite 
their disproportionate need, African countries receive only 4 percent of global climate adaptation 
funds.121 Without robust climate action—starting with climate finance for adaptation that goes beyond 
humanitarian and development aid contributions—humanitarian needs will continue to grow in fragile 
contexts like the Horn of Africa.

Response Incoherence
Given the interrelated nature of these issues, humanitarian, peacebuilding, and development 
practitioners can no longer address climate and conflict as separate issue sets. Nor should the climate 
and conflict relationship be seen as divisible from other dynamics of fragility. Several complex, 
protracted crises—including the situation in Somalia, where there has been an active UN humanitarian 
appeal for 20 consecutive years122—have led to a growing gap between need and available resources for 
humanitarian action. Development and humanitarian actors agree that addressing factors of fragility, 
particularly in situations of protracted crises, is necessary to reduce the burden on humanitarian 
agencies to respond to growing needs. Organizations and donors are being forced to bring greater 
coherence to efforts addressing systemic climate and conflict-related challenges.123 These efforts 
seldom go beyond informal coordination or participation in cluster systems that offer forums for 
discussion but not coherent, coordinated, cross-cutting solutions.

Two critical barriers exist in operationalizing coherence within complex crises driven by climate 
change and conflict: coordination architecture and funding structures (the latter is distinguished 
from funding levels, discussed previously). Humanitarian organizations and the architecture 
meant to coordinate their efforts are often structured by geography and technical sector, such as 
water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH), shelter, or protection. While there is some collaboration 
between groups and some technical experts are housed within geographic teams, the traditionally 
siloed structure does not adequately encompass the range of expertise and capacity needed to 
address climate-conflict issues. Efforts to change this include Mercy Corps and CARE International 
implementing a collaborating, learning, and adapting (CLA) framework in response to a seasonal 
flooding disaster in Ethiopia in 2020.124 Coordination at the regional level also promises opportunities 
for more impactful responses and is recognized by strategies such as the IGAD Regional Climate 
Change Strategy and Action Plan for 2023–30.125 In areas where climate impacts are most acute, 
intra- and interorganizational learning, sharing, and strategizing can overcome silos in one country. 
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Nonetheless, typical organizational structures adapt either when lifesaving humanitarian assistance 
is needed, when agricultural resilience-building programming is needed, or when governance and 
institution-strengthening support is needed. Seldom can structures adapt quickly or simultaneously to 
the multifaceted challenges presented by climate change.

Funding structures are scarcely more coherent. Donor expectations and approaches heavily influence 
continuous knowledge building and coordination; where donors are flexible and adaptive, so are 
responses. Responding to the challenges of climate change impacts on different scales requires 
engaging with a broad set of partners, including local responders. However, several constraints limit 
the scope of their engagement. For example, an assessment of the Green Climate Fund showed that 
local organizations in the least developed countries were mostly accredited to implement low-risk 
micro and small projects, and they faced additional constraints in meeting accreditation standards, 
developing proposals, and complying with reporting requirements on restricted timelines and 
budgets.126 These challenges also exist in the humanitarian sector, where donors have struggled to 
expand risk tolerances and have avoided investment in necessary long-term, larger-scale, flexible 
funding streams that span the climate-conflict nexus across borders. 

Sustainability
A final key constraint for humanitarian programming is the sustainability of interventions, 
particularly since there is a persistent gap in coordinating, deconflicting, and/or sequencing them 
with peacebuilding and development efforts. Humanitarian programs are typically resourced to 
facilitate survival, not to build resilience. These programs—for example, cash-for-work programs, food 
distributions, and direct cash assistance—by design offer short-term remedies to challenges requiring 
longer-term solutions. In Somalia, many long-term IDPs rely disproportionately on food aid and cash 
distribution and have not reengaged in ways to earn a sustainable living.127 Humanitarian agencies in 
the Horn have focused primarily on addressing food insecurity at the community level, incorporating 
some livelihood assistance and climate-sensitive disaster risk reduction approaches. However, while 
these interventions are essential, they are relatively short term and not typically integrated within 
broader efforts to improve governance for conflict-sensitive climate change adaptation at the local, 
regional, and national levels.128 Thus, when shocks recur and persist—as has been seen with drought, 
locusts, and Covid-19 in the Horn—communities remain trapped in a cycle of vulnerability.

Humanitarian programs are typically resourced to facilitate 
survival, not to build resilience.

Climate impacts are both broad and deep. Climate change is indifferent to borders; this has certainly 
been the case in the Horn. The most sustainable responses appreciate and adapt to community-level 
needs and opportunities while also having the ability to scale up and out when needed. 
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New Ways Forward

T his report sheds light on the changing nature of humanitarian needs in the Horn of Africa. 
As climate change collides with existing factors of fragility, those attempting to respond face 
persistent gaps and challenges. 

The report was developed via analysis of trends, significant desk research, and interviews with 
international, regional, and local stakeholders. Although many stakeholders were not aligned on the 
path forward, all were resigned to the fact that cyclical climate crises are here to stay and that the 
traditional response modus operandi is not working. The following recommendations are built on this 
common denominator.

Future climate change scenarios challenge humanitarian actors, including donors, to think differently 
in terms of how, when, and what actions can be effective. They also challenge development and peace 
actors to consider their critical role in breaking the cycle of humanitarian crisis in the Horn. Thus, the 
following recommendations target peace, development, and humanitarian stakeholders, highlighting 
opportunities for more innovative and impactful support to mitigate and avert humanitarian crises in 
the Horn of Africa. This support should be built around enhancements to the (1) timing, (2) approach, 
(3) conflict sensitivity, (4) mobility enhancement, and (5) innovation of responses. 

1. Timing: Shift from Status Quo Short-Termism to Mainstreaming Disaster Preparedness, Early 
Response, and Preventative Action

Needs usually outpace available humanitarian resources. While it has long been recognized that investing 
in preventative action can help save both lives and resources, early action is still relatively limited in 
the aid community, though data and predictive capabilities are more available and reliable than ever. 



22  |  Rethinking Humanitarian Assistance

Seasonal predictions for rainfall are particularly reliable during phenomena like La Niña, according to an 
expert interviewed for this study, who argued simply that “the problem is not more data.”

To leverage existing data and early warning systems to prompt early action, donors must be willing 
to act, even in situations of uncertainty. A lesson from CERF, detailed in the previous section, and 
past failures to respond early indicate that in addition to clear processes, structures, and dedicated 
resources for early action, donors must muster the necessary political will to prioritize such efforts, 
even in the face of competing crises. Without this political will, aid actors will continue to miss key 
windows of opportunity to avert the most devastating and preventable outcomes of drought and 
conflict, such as famine and mass displacement. When they get around to responding, the human and 
financial cost is much higher.

Aid actors can and should strengthen communities’ preparedness and anticipatory actions employed 
by communities themselves, in line with the U.S. Agency for International Development’s (USAID) 
push toward greater localization.129 For example, a case study from 2021 documented how Somali 
pastoralists and agropastoralists facing numerous climate-related crises calibrated early responses 
to anticipated anomalous weather patterns.130 These responses included selling animals to generate 
resources to travel to better grazing areas; increasing grazing time to fatten animals so they would be 
more resilient when resources were less available; storing fodder ahead of drought; and harvesting 
crops earlier, before they reached full maturity, to avoid total losses during periods of poor rain. 
Despite these resourceful actions, pastoralists indicated they faced barriers to taking action at the ideal 
time, including lack of resources (e.g., for equipment needed) and lack of knowledge (e.g., not knowing 
about drought-resistant crop options). Aid actors can support and augment locally driven responses 
through greater commitments and flexible resources for anticipatory action; these actions should be 
supported by national and local governments and include robust private sector participation.

2. Approach: Allow for Flexible, Adaptive, and Integrated Aid Funding

While humanitarian responses have focused mostly on short-term emergencies, climate change will 
likely create more chronic challenges for which traditional response mechanisms are maladapted.131 
This necessitates a new way of working, which interviewees noted requires focusing efforts on the 
short, medium, and long terms at the same time. While, conceptually, this has given rise to the 
humanitarian-development-peace nexus (also known as the “triple nexus”), putting this approach 
into practice has been slow and limited in scope and scale. For example, though Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Development Assistance Committee (DAC) donors 
have signed on to the Recommendation on the Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus, promising to 
“incentivise and implement more collaborative and complementary humanitarian, development and 
peace actions, particularly in fragile and conflict-affected situations,” humanitarians note that funding 
is still stovepiped and that humanitarian needs are underresourced and lack flexibility, despite growing 
demands.132 While coordination mechanisms exist among humanitarian actors during a crisis, there 
are major gaps in coordination across the nexus, with funding largely bifurcated for development or 
humanitarian purposes.133 Triple nexus actors should move toward closer coordination and integrated 
cross-sectoral approaches that reflect the complex relationship between climate change and conflict.

Noting that in the current crisis the humanitarian infrastructure and resources are overstretched, 
the goal for averting similar challenges in the future is to build synergies with resilience, adaptation, 
and peacebuilding efforts. Risk aversion inhibits long-term investments in situations of protracted 
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crises, but donors can and should find ways to encourage scalable efforts that support the recovery and 
resilience of communities affected by conflict and climate change. One example is the Humanitarian 
Resilience Investing Initiative, launched by the World Economic Forum, which aims to bring together 
private sector actors and public institutions to invest capital to support 2 billion people living in fragile 
communities globally.134 Similarly, addressing the imbalance in climate adaptation finance flows to 
fragile states by reducing bureaucratic barriers, creating innovative finance options, and engaging with 
local actors is critical for averting worsening humanitarian crises.135 The agreement reached at COP27 
in November 2022 to create a “loss and damage” fund is a significant step in the right direction.136

Donors should expand flexible, adaptive, and integrated funding opportunities. A promising example 
of this includes crisis modifiers that allow U.S. government funds to be quickly redirected from 
development programs when there is a humanitarian crisis and to extend emergency response into 
early recovery programs when certain conditions are met. Another promising practice is incorporating 
integrated analysis and assessment tools that look at how all interventions can contribute to 
resilience in the context of climate change.137 Such flexibility and integration between development 
and humanitarian responses, and within humanitarian responses, can help address urgent needs in 
more sustainable ways. Indeed, market-based approaches in humanitarian contexts show promise. 
For example, during times of drought in Ethiopia’s lowlands, pastoralists are forced to access fodder 
produced and transported from the highlands; in such cases, the cost of transport is often higher than 
that of the fodder itself. As a result, a resilience program focused on stimulating local production can 
give communities affected by drought greater access to fodder to sustain their animals at a lower cost. 

3. Conflict Sensitivity: Anticipate, Understand, and Mitigate the Interaction between Climate 
Change and Conflict

The humanitarian crisis in the Horn of Africa, while stemming primarily from protracted drought, 
is exacerbated by instability and conflict. As research (including this report) and experiences on 
the ground highlight, the relationship between climate vulnerability and conflict risk is mutually 
reinforcing. As such, in the fragile political context of some Horn of Africa countries—particularly 
Somalia and Ethiopia—it is not possible to isolate the impacts of climate change on humanitarian 
needs from the interacting effects of conflicts. 

At minimum, humanitarian and development actors have a responsibility to ensure efforts to address 
communities’ needs do not exacerbate conflict. But they can also actively advance conflict mitigation 
and resolution through their work. Applying conflict sensitivity frameworks is critical, particularly in 
fragile contexts such as the Horn of Africa, including by adopting do-no-harm principles, assessing 
conflict dynamics prior to engagement, and ensuring two-way communication with communities.138 
These efforts will not only mitigate the risk of further conflict but also help humanitarian actors gain 
and maintain access to communities affected by drought in conflict-affected areas and contribute to a 
peace dividend by addressing underlying needs. Further, as climate change increasingly emerges as an 
indirect driver of conflict through its impact on food security, humanitarian efforts can also support 
conflict management.139 For example, monitoring humanitarian needs and trends including drought, 
food insecurity, and displacement can also help identify when and where there may be rising tensions 
and potential for conflict. The bottom line is that emergency responses can and should incorporate 
active conflict prevention, management, and mitigation efforts. In the case of drought response, conflict 
considerations should take place not just during the response but also during the alert and alarm phases.
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The bottom line is that emergency responses can 
and should incorporate active conflict prevention, 
management, and mitigation efforts.

Policymakers and implementers should also consider ways in which preventing and managing 
conflict can help alleviate access constraints, limit conflict-inducing environmental degradation, 
and improve overall humanitarian action. Since conflicts tend to be driven primarily by governance 
failures and grievances, prioritizing development of and investment in responsive, accountable, and 
just governance institutions must be an overarching long-term strategy for engagement in the Horn of 
Africa. Although the increasing occurrence of drought may be an inevitable outcome of climate change, 
famine is caused by the failure of governments.140 

In addition to supporting top-down improvements in governance, foreign assistance can be used to 
support peace and good governance at the local level. In particular, sustainable community-based 
resource management efforts and local dispute resolution mechanisms may be helpful in averting 
or mitigating conflicts over natural resources before they become violent. Research from Ethiopia 
indicates that peacebuilding can have a critical role in supporting food security goals in areas 
experiencing recurrent crises by helping to enhance social cohesion, security, and mobility, which are 
critical in times of crisis.141

4. Mobility Enhancement: Prepare for Population Movements and the Changing Needs Landscape

While mobility has been an important part of life and a pressure valve for communities in the Horn of 
Africa facing environmental hardship, the protracted nature of recent disasters indicates the nature 
of mobility in the region is changing. Specifically, due to recurrent droughts and increasingly limited 
access to land and water, many are leaving agriculture and pastoralism altogether and moving to 
urban areas. In other instances, droughts have forced some pastoralists to go beyond their traditional 
grazing lands. Although these are two different manifestations of human mobility—semipermanent 
or permanent migration, on the one hand, and seasonal mobility, on the other—in both instances the 
ability to move offers a positive coping strategy to access resources or services where they are available. 
However, under certain circumstances, this mobility can lead to conflict if not managed.142 During 
the 2011 drought, for example, researchers documented how pastoralist groups in the Somali-Oromia 
border who had greater freedom of movement and access to natural resources were less likely to rely 
on distressful coping mechanisms during extreme drought conditions than groups that did not have 
the ability to move.143 

Recognizing the critical role of mobility requires ensuring communities are not constrained from 
moving when they need to—for example, due to violence or insecurity. The proclivity of development 
policies in the Horn of Africa toward agricultural expansion, in particular, is also hindering customary 
movements of pastoralist communities. Advocating for recognition of the rights of pastoralist 
communities to customary grazing lands and ensuring their interests are represented in the design 
of development policies are critical to protect the viability of pastoralism in the region and avert 
conflict. Further, as some inevitably decide to leave pastoralism and agriculture and settle in towns—
consistent with rapid urbanization rates throughout Africa—foresight suggests the need to increase 
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support to communities where those displaced by recurrent drought and other climate impacts are 
settling. New patterns of human mobility raise critical considerations for aid actors about how to 
prepare for such movements and where to target resources to support those in need. Priorities should 
include supporting new arrivals, who often live in informal settlements, to access safe housing, 
income generating opportunities, and basic services including WASH. Social cohesion building will 
be important as communities interact and compete over resources or services, especially in areas 
experiencing an influx of migrants. 

5. Innovation: Invest in New Technologies and Ways of Working, Building the Evidence Base for 
What Is Effective and Can Be Scaled

In the evolving context of climate change, challenges to achieving humanitarian and development 
goals require new ways of thinking and working. The deteriorating situation in the Horn of Africa 
demonstrates that greater risk tolerance is needed for experimenting with new programming 
approaches, modalities of delivering aid, and technologies. For example, donors should consider 
ways they can support and incentivize more integrated “nexus” programming among implementers. 
Importantly, donors should also prioritize research and evidence generation in all projects, especially 
those with a more integrated approach. Funding rigorous impact evaluations that shed light on the 
effectiveness of aid investments, particularly those focused on improving food security in the context 
of conflict, will reap benefits for the aid community in the long term by helping to guide future actions. 

Technological innovation is important, though its deployment should be carefully and deliberately 
managed, as should be the case for all efforts in conflict-affected areas.144 Such technological 
innovation, for example, could focus on predicting climate-related conflict and more effectively using 
satellite imagery for nature conservation, especially when coupled with enhancements to ground-level 
data collection methods.145 

Climate-smart agriculture has showed initial promise in the region but has been limited in scale due 
to the focus of emergency seed responses on procuring and disseminating seed rather than building 
long-term resilience in agricultural systems. Where possible, donors should encourage climate-smart 
agricultural practices such as recognizing and promoting crop and varietal diversity; facilitating farmer 
access to varieties tolerant to drought, disease, and pests; use of climate information services; and 
irrigation to improve output while mitigating risks to smallholder farmers.

Although some sophisticated predictive data—like those produced by FEWS NET—exist and these 
efforts should be strengthened as needed, the humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding 
communities should always be looking for new ways to predict, analyze, and communicate future 
trends. Ultimately, process and technological innovation require greater tolerance for risk (including 
periodic failure), careful and conflict-aware deployment, and a fervent belief that people living in 
places particularly affected by climate change deserve secure, durable, and sustainable futures.
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Annex: Definitions

A s defined by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), climate change “refers 
to a change in the state of the climate that can be identified (e.g., by using statistical tests) by 
changes in the mean and/or the variability of its properties and that persists for an extended 

period, typically decades or longer.”146 This may be the result of natural or man-made interventions, 
including “persistent anthropogenic changes in the composition of the atmosphere or in land use.”147 
Alternatively, the IPCC points to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 
Article 1 of the UNFCCC defines climate change as “a change of climate which is attributed directly 
or indirectly to human activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere and which is in 
addition to natural climate variability observed over comparable time periods.”148

The IPCC defines climate variability as variations “of the climate on all spatial and temporal scales 
beyond that of individual weather events.”149 Van Balen and Mobjörk distinguish between types of 
shocks based on temporality: “An important distinction is whether the environmental condition 
examined constitutes a rapid-onset climate shock (e.g. an extreme weather event) or a slow-onset 
condition (e.g. decreasing annual rainfall).”150

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) defines adaptive capacity as “the ability of a 
human or natural system to adjust to climate change (including climate variability and extremes) by 
moderating potential damages, taking advantage of opportunities, or coping with the consequences.”151 
Furthermore, the IPCC defines climate vulnerability as “the degree to which a system is susceptible to, 
or unable to cope with, adverse effects of climate change, including climate variability and extremes.”152 
This vulnerability reflects the degree of exposure to climate variations, sensitivity to climate change 
influences, and adaptive capacity. Finally, as defined by the Country Indicators for Foreign Policy 
(CIFP), “Fragile states lack the functional authority to provide basic security within their borders, the 
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institutional capacity to provide basic social needs for their populations, and/or the political legitimacy 
to effectively represent their citizens at home or abroad.”153 State fragility and climate vulnerability 
often intersect, as many fragile states lack the capacity to adequately respond to or provide social 
services in the face of climate crises. 
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