
Strengthening 
Community System 
Resilience to Shocks 
and Stresses in the 
Drylands of Africa 

 
 

Kenya and Ethiopia Case Studies  
 

 
 

April 2019 
 



i 
 

ABBREVIATIONS  

 

BRACED Building Resilience Adaptation to Climate Extremes and Disasters 

CBO  Community Base Organization 

CDF  Constituency Development Fund  

CGA  Crop Growers Association 

CMDRR Community Management Disaster Risk Reductions 

CSIS  Center for Strategic International Studies 

CSO  Civil Society Organization 

DFID  Department for International Development UK 

DRR  Disaster Risk Reduction 

DRMA Disaster Risk Management Authority  

DRMO Disaster Risk Management Office 

EWS  Early Warning System 

FAO  Food and Agricultural Organization 

FEWS  Famine Early Warning Systems 

FGD  Focus Group Discussion 

FGM  Female Genital Mutilation  

FSIN  Food Security Information Network  

GEF-SGP Global Environment Facility Small Grants Programme 

GIEWS Global Information and Early Warning System 

HEA  Household Economy Approach 

IAS  International Aid Services 

IDP  Internally Displaced Person 

IFAD  International Food and Agricultural Development Organization 

IFRC  International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies  

IGAD  Inter-Governmental Authority on Development  

IGAs  Income Generating Activities 

INGO  International Non-Governmental Organization 

KFS  Kenya Forestry Service 

KII   Key Informant Interview  

LSD  Lumpy Skin Disease 

MOA  Ministry of Agriculture 

MCA  Member of County Assembly 

NDMA National Disaster Management Authority  

NGO  Non-Governmental Organization 

NSA  Non-State Actor  

OSHO  Oromo Self Help Organization  

OVC  Orphans and Vulnerable Children  

PWD  Persons with Disabilities  

RAN  Resilience Analysis Network 

RIMA  Resilience Index Measurement and Analysis  

RWG   Resilience Working Group  

SACCO Savings and Credit Cooperative Organizations 

SDG  Sustainable Development Goal 

SEPLS  Socio-Ecological Production Landscapes and Seascapes  



ii 
 

SIDA  Swedish International Development Agency  

SLA  Sustainable Livelihood Approach 

SLF  Sustainable Livelihood Framework  

SMC  Swedish Mission Council  

SHGs  Self Help Groups 

UN  United Nations  

UNDP  United Nations Development Programmed 

USAID United States of Agency for International Development  

UNU-IAS United Nations University Institute for the Advanced Study of Sustainability 

WFP  World Food Programme 

WMA  Water Management Authority 



iii 
 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS  

 

I am grateful to the International Aid Services Alliance (IAS) for giving me the opportunity to lead 

the design and execution of this extensive research in Kenya and Ethiopia. I am also grateful to all 

individuals, organizations and institutions who contributed in one way or another to the success of 

the study.  

 

Special gratitude goes to the Resilience Working Group (RWG) of the IAS for guidance and 

ongoing input throughout the research process. In this regard, I am grateful to Susan Kiambi 

(Programme Manager, Kenya and the Task Manager), Sheila Gatumu (Communications Manager, 

Kenya), Bernard Omondi (Tharaka Team Leader, Kenya), Isayas Seyoum (Programme Manager, 

Ethiopia), Benti Fufa (Yabelo Team Leader, Ethiopia), and Rune Cederholm (International Head 

of Programmes). I am equally grateful to Mary Githiomi (Country Director, Kenya), Ketema Kinfe 

(Country Director, Ethiopia), Worku Desalegn (Dire Team Leader, Ethiopia), Dida Guyo (Borena 

Team Leader, Ethiopia), Shewareg Awele (Administrator, Ethiopia), Jacob Nthiga (Community 

Development Officer, Kenya), Joyce Nyaga (Project Officer/Nutritionist, Kenya), and indeed all 

staff of the Ethiopia and Kenya IAS country programmes for their support.   

 

Sincere thanks to Domisiano Mwabu (junior researcher/field team leader), Doreen Muchege 

(research assistant), John Murithi (research assistant) and Ruth Gaceri (research assistant) for their 

role in field research in Tharaka South and Tharaka North Sub-counties in Tharaka Nithi County 

of Kenya. I am equally grateful to Guta Golana (junior researcher/field team leader), Guyo Golicha 

Sara (research assistant), and Duba Guyo Jarso (research assistant) for their role in field research  

in Borena Zone of Ethiopia. 

 

Special thanks to community members and leaders, households, school-going children, traders, and 

representatives of governmental and non-state organizations and institutions who gave invaluable 

insights on the experiences and practices regarding community system resilience to shocks and 

stresses, disaster risk reduction, and food security and livelihood in Borena Zone and Tharaka. 
 

 

Finally, I am grateful to IAS Alliance and the Swedish Mission Council (SMC) for providing 

funds and institutional support that made the research process and writing of this paper possible.    

 

Dr. Sebastian Njagi Runguma  

(Principal Researcher) 



iv 
 

ABSTRACT 

 

This paper presents empirical findings of a qualitative study on community system resilience to 

shocks and stresses conducted in Kenya (Tharaka South and Tharaka North sub-counties
1
) and 

Ethiopia (Borena Zone
2
) between July and December 2018. The International Aid Services 

Alliance (IAS) commissioned the study with the aim of generating insights for better 

understanding of resilience and disaster risk reduction (DRR) in the two areas where the 

organization has implemented water supply and food security and livelihood activities for over 10 

years
3
. The results of the study were intended to support the development of an IASô strategy to 

embed resilience thinking and practice within the organizationôs humanitarian and development 

work in the study areas and across Africa
4
. The principal research question was framed as follows: 

What are the major shocks and stresses that affect community system in the study areas and what 

factors render the local communities to be vulnerable to these shocks and stress?  Collectively, 324 

household interviews, 143 key informant interviews, 39 focus group discussions, direct field 

observations, expert consultations, and desk review were carried out in Borena and Tharaka. The 

study revealed that communities in both areas experienced over 25 specific types of environmental 

and non-environmental shocks and stresses. These disturbances or challenges were largely similar 

in the two areas, and over half of them had direct links to climate variability. The common shocks 

and stresses in the two areas can be grouped further, based on causal factors and type of effects, 

into climate-related, socio-cultural, economic, and governance/institutional disturbances. The most 

common shocks and stresses in both Borena and Tharaka were droughts, water scarcity, pasture 

scarcity, food shortage, and resource-based conflicts. The underlying causes of shocks and stresses 

in the study areas were climatic/ecological as well as economic, socio-cultural, and governance-

related factors. Climate-related shocks and stresses, especially drought undermined food security 

and livelihood status of large sections of the community system in the two areas and had negative 

effects on health, nutrition, education, economy, peace and security, and other aspects of 

community life. The drought phenomenon was a ñsuper shock" that contributed significantly to 

famine/hunger, which was the main disaster risk in the two areas. Communities in both areas have 

an elaborate traditional early warning system to predict the occurrence of climate-related shocks, 

stresses and disasters, especially drought and famine. The preventive and mitigation actions and 

decisions made by community members against shocks and stresses in both areas were largely 

inadequate to withstand or avert them, especially in regard to severe droughts. To cope with 

climate-related shocks and stresses, communities in Borena and Tharaka applied over 20 different 

types of traditional and new forms of coping mechanisms. The traditional social support system 

based on the social norm of mutual assistance to relatives, friends, and neighbors in times of need 

                                                           
1
 The two sub-counties make up Tharaka Constituency. 

2
The specific data collection sites were Yabelo and Dire Woredas.   

3
 The study was part of a 1-year resilience project that IAS Alliance implemented in Borena and Tharaka between June 

2018 and Mid-2019 with funding from the Swedish Mission Council (SMC). The overall project objective of this 

project (Strengthening IAS Alliance Knowledge in Resilience by Using Kenya and Ethiopia as Case Studies Project) 

was ñStrengthening IAS Alliance learning and strategy to promote resilience in all humanitarian interventions in order 

to link relief, recovery to development and increase the capacity of the communities to be more resilientò. 
4
 This would further contribute to Sustainable Development Goal 1 (End poverty in all its forms everywhere), and 

more specifically contribute to building the resilience of the poor and those in vulnerable situations, and reduce their 

exposure and vulnerability to climate-related extreme events and other economic, social and environmental shocks and 

disasters (Indicator 1.5 of SDG 1).  
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was the most common coping strategy in the two areas, but its vibrancy has declined over the years 

especially in Tharaka.  Some of the coping strategies applied in the two areas, such as burning and 

sale of charcoal, as well as uncontrolled sand harvesting in Tharaka led to environmental 

degradation and this posed significant risks to long-term community resilience to climate extreme 

events. Communities in both areas practiced over 15 adaptive measures against drought and other 

shocks and stresses, with livelihood diversification and reduction in the size of livestock herds 

being the most common measures. Seven dimensions of community system resilience to shocks 

and stresses emerge for the two study areas: wealth, culture/social organization, environment, 

economy and livelihood activities, service provision, peace and security, and 

governance/leadership dimensions. Although IAS has contributed to strengthening community 

resilience building in both areas, the scale of its impact was small and confined to specific areas 

and target groups reached. There were at least ten priority interventions for strengthening 

community system resilience in each of the study areas. These included initiatives to strengthen 

climate change governance; provision of essential social services; and improvement of markets for 

livestock and crop production. Other relevant interventions include food security and livelihoods 

initiatives; community-based natural resources management and environmental conservation; and 

the strengthening of indigenous institutions, knowledge, and norms that are supportive of 

community system resilience to shocks and stresses. The study makes six strategic 

recommendations for IAS and other resilience-focused organizations operating in Borena and 

Tharaka, as well as within similar arid and semi-arid contexts in Africa. There is need to; 1) 

strengthen institutional knowledge and capacity for resilience programming; 2) development of a 

community resilience strategy to embed resilience thinking and practice in humanitarian and 

development actions; and 3) capacity empowerment initiatives for communities and other 

stakeholders involved or affected by resilience interventions that are implemented in each area. 

Other recommendations are 4) the need for institutionalizing resilience-focused monitoring, 

evaluation, and reporting of interventions; 5) building effective working relationships with 

strategic partners, including local community institutions, in order to maximize the relevance, 

impact, and sustainability of resilience interventions; and 6) prioritization of funding for resilience 

interventions and resilience mainstreaming activities within existing programmes.  

 

Keywords: Resilience, disaster risk reduction, community/system, shocks, stress, disasters, climate 

change, food security and livelihood, resilience dimensions and indicators, resilience capacities, 

resilience building, entry points, priority resilience interventions, Borena Zone, Yabello and Dire 

woredas, Tharaka South and Tharaka North sub-counties  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

 

1.1 Background 
 

There has been an increased interest globally in the concepts of climate change, disaster risk 

reduction and resilience within the humanitarian and development community during the last 

decade. This surge in interest underscores the need for organizations working within fragile 

ecosystems to make deliberate efforts to gain a deeper understanding of these concepts in order to 

support communities to become more able to withstand and adapt to challenges that threaten and 

often undermine their wellbeing.
 

 

International Aid Services is one of the international organizations with a keen interest in 

embedding and strengthening resilience and DRR within its humanitarian and development 

programmes in Africa. Founded in 1989, IAS runs programmes in over 10 countries
5
 in the Sahel, 

Greater Horn of Africa and Eastern Africa.  

 

This study was part of a 1-year project (Strengthening IAS Alliance Knowledge in Resilience by 

Using Kenya and Ethiopia as Case Studies Project)ò, which IAS implemented in Kenya (Tharaka 

South and Tharaka North Sub-counties) and Ethiopia (Borena Zone, Oromia Region) between June 

2018 and mid-2019 with funding from the SMC. The overall objective of the project was 

ñStrengthening IAS Alliance learning and strategy to promote resilience in all humanitarian 

interventions in order to link relief, recovery to development and increase the capacity of the 

communities to be more resilientò.  
 

1.2 Aim, objectives and scope of the research  

 

The aim of this research was to enable individuals, communities, government, other stakeholders 

and IAS Alliance to understand shocks and stresses that affect community systems in Tharaka 

(Tharaka-North and South Sub Counties) and Borena Zone (Yabello and Dire Woredas) and the 

factors that render local communities to be vulnerable to those shocks and stress. IAS has been 

operational in Tharaka North and Tharaka South sub-counties (hereafter referred to simply as 

Tharaka) and Borena Zone for a decade, implementing mainly water supply and food and 

livelihood interventions.     

 

The study pursued four specific objectives. These were to:  

1) Understand what makes people and systems resilient
6
 in Tharaka-North and Tharaka-South 

sub-counties in Tharaka-Nithi County and Borena Zone (Yabello and Dire). 

2) Identify resilience dimensions and indicators for assessing community system resilience. 

                                                           
5
. IAS has established Country Offices in South Sudan (1990 ï then Sudan), Uganda (1994), Kenya (1991), 

Somalia/Somaliland (1994/1999), Ethiopia (2004), Djibouti (2003), Sudan (2003), Chad (2009), Tanzania (2007) and 

Niger (2014). The IAS Alliance Head Office is located in Stockholm, Sweden. While each of the programme countries 

is unique, there are several common features, which increase the vulnerability of the populations that IAS aims to 

serve: 1) fragile contexts with armed conflict and political instability; 2) underdevelopment, poverty and weak civil 

society; and 3) drought and other climate change-related issues.  
6
Specifically, what makes them capable to withstand or adapt to shocks and stress in a manner that makes them less 

vulnerable to future risks? 
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3) Identify entry points and prioritize interventions to strengthen capacities and reduce 

vulnerabilities to build systems resilience. 

4) Establish a locally relevant resilient strategy, which will be suitable for the two 

communities.
 

 

1.3 Research questions 

 

The principal research question was framed as follows: What are the major shocks and stresses that 

affect community system in the study areas and what factors render local communities to be 

vulnerable to these shocks and stresses?   

 

The following specific questions were pursued in the research: 

1) What are the common shocks and stresses in the study areas? 

2) What are the underlying causes and effects of climate-related shocks, stresses, and disasters 

in the study areas? 

3) How do local communities cope and adapt to shocks and stresses, and particularly climate-

related ones? 

4) How are the resilience capacities of the community system against climate-related shocks 

and stresses, especially drought? 

5) What are the priority entry points and interventions for strengthening community system 

resilience in the study areas?  

 

1.4 Organization of the paper 

 

The paper contains five chapters, each addressing a specific aspect of the research. Chapter 1 

provides background information to the research. Chapter 2 describes the study design, 

methodology, conceptual framework, and the limitations of the study.  Chapter 3 presents findings 

on the Kenya case study while Chapter 4 focuses on the Ethiopia case study. Chapter 5 presents 

key conclusions and recommendations of the study. The conclusions address the research 

objectives and questions and are farmed in a way that reveals similarities and differences in the 

Ethiopia and Kenya case studies. Relevant annexes are presented at the end, and these include a 

glossary of key concepts and terms, a description of the main conceptual frameworks that guided 

the study, and tables containing additional research data. 
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CHAPTER 2: STUDY METHODOLOGY  

 

2.1 Research design and ethical considerations  

 

This research adopted a case study approach in order to achieve in-depth and context-specific 

insights on community system resilience
7
 to shocks and stresses that occur in the study areas. It 

explored community system resilience holistically but with special focus on climate-related 

shocks, stresses, and disasters in the context of food security and livelihoods. This focus was in 

line with IAS Allianceôs ongoing efforts to mitigate the effects of climate change and 

environmental-related disasters under the organizationôs 2016 - 2020 strategic plan. The study was 

executed through a participatory and inclusive process, which entailed meaningful participation of 

IAS staff
8
 in Ethiopia, Kenya and Head Office in the research process.  

 

The research team adhered to ethical considerations applicable to research involving human 

subjects. These included ensuring objectivity in the selection of study participants, obtaining 

informed consent, respecting the views of all respondents, and the use of language and words that 

respondents understood. In addition, the research team ensured the right of the study participants to 

privacy by observing the confidentiality of data, anonymity in reporting, and proper keeping of 

data. 
 

 

2.2. Conceptual frameworks  

 

The study utilized resilience frameworks that had a focus on climate change, disaster risk 

reduction, and food security and livelihood. The relevant ones were the Resilience Analysis 

Network (RAN) framework, Resilience Index Measurement and Analysis (RIMA) model, 

Household economy analysis approach, USAIDôs community resilience framework, Socio-

ecological Production Landscapes and Seascapes (SEPLS) resilience indicators framework, 

BRACED resilience capacities framework, Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA) and the 

Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction. These frameworks (Annexure 2) provided the 

concepts and insights that guided the design of the research process, development of data 

collection tools, and analysis and interpretation of the findings.  

 

2.3 Types and Sources of Data  

 

Primary data were collected from households, community members and leaders
9
, community-

based organizations, the business community (grain and livestock traders), and children (both girls 

                                                           
7
 This is the level beyond personal and household resilience, widely known as the "local level" in resilience literature. 

It looks at the resilience capacity of the whole parts of the local society. In this case, the community system is viewed 

to be as resilient as its constituent parts. The ñcommunityò was viewed as a ñsystemò made up of individuals, 

households, groups, and institutions living or operating in the study areas. The research is founded on the ñsystems 

thinkingò, in which community resilience is seen as comprising interrelated elements. Thus, changes in one area, 

element, level or dimension may directly or indirectly affect the others.  
8
 This is particularly the members of the Resilience Working Group. The principal researcher made periodic progress 

updates to the group.  
9
 These included community elders, village leaders, local administrative officials, political leaders, religious leaders, 

among others. 
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and boys) aged between 13 and 17 years. Additional data were collected from key informants 

drawn from governmental organizations and institutions, civil society organizations, faith-based 

organizations, business sector organizations, and UN agencies that were operational in Borena and 

Tharaka. Other study participants were IAS staff in Kenya, Ethiopia, and Head Office, climate 

change and food security and livelihood researchers, and experts in traditional knowledge and 

institutions. Secondary data were obtained through an extensive review of literature on resilience, 

disaster risk reduction, climate change adaptation, food security and livelihoods, among other 

themes. Collectively, the study involved 324 household interviews (167 in Tharaka and 157 in 

Borena), 143 key informant interviews (86 in Tharaka and 57 in Borena), 39 focus group 

discussions (313 participants), and non-participant observations.  

 

2.4 Methods 
 

Relevant data collection methods were triangulated to yield the findings presented in this paper. 

These were desk review, household interviews in selected villages in the study areas, key 

informant interviews, community focus group discussions, non-participant observations of 

physical and non-physical aspects relevant to the research, and case histories. Multi-stage random 

sampling was applied in the selection of sample households, while purposive and snowballing 

sampling techniques were applied in the selection of the other research participants.  The obtained 

data were mainly qualitative and were analyzed using the thematic content analysis technique
10

 

and the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) computer programme Version 21.  

 

2.5 Challenges and Limitations of the Study 

 

Definitional challenges: The study covered many concepts and terms such as resilience, disaster 

risk reduction, shocks, stresses, vulnerability, among others. Some of these terms were not widely 

understood in a similar way by some of the research participants. The concept of resilience is 

problematic in terms of achieving an exact definition. 

 

Difficulties in delineating the community system: Although resilience was assessed at the 

community system level, defining what constitutes the community system was problematic 

especially during community level interviews and focus group discussions. Here, the term 

ñcommunityò was widely equated with ñtribeò
11

 or used in reference to ordinary people. This 

tended to exclude other constituent parts of the community system - elites, groups, and 

organizations. Efforts were made to ensure, as far as possible, that interviews and discussions 

covered all entities within the community system in both study areas.  

 

Reliance on qualitative analysis to determine resilience capacities: The study was exploratory and 

descriptive and relied largely on qualitative information, most of which were self-reporting of 

individual experiences and perspectives by households and community members. There was not 

much emphasis on the statistical measurement of community resilience capacities. Even if 

statistical data on resilience capacities was pursued, the study would still have suffered from lack 

                                                           
10

 Here, data from the various sources were synthesized to reveal common patterns and trends on each of the key 

themes of the study. 
11

 This was in reference to members of the Tharaka and Borena tribes, especially when discussing traditions and 

culture. 
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of major shock and stress for real-time understanding of how households and other community 

system entities responded to shocks and stress.  

 

Challenges in the construction of community resilience dimensions and indicators: The 

dimensions and indicators of resilience presented in this paper were ñconstructedò by the 

researcher based on the analysis of voluminous and various data sets, which was not a 

straightforward process.  
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CHAPTER 3: KENYA CASE STUDY  

 
 

 
Figure 1. Map of Kenya showing the location of Tharaka South and Tharaka North sub-

countieshttps://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https 

 
 
 

THARAKA NORTH & SOUTH SUB COUNTIES 

https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https
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3.1 DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY AREA   

 
Tharaka South and Tharaka North sub-counties make up Tharaka Constituency in Tharaka Nithi 

County of Kenya. The population of the two sub-counties was 152,757 and approximately 25,000 

households by the end of 2018
12

. The larger part of the constituency (estimated to be over 60%) is 

semi-arid and has a temperature range of 22 - 36 degrees Celsius, which sometimes rise up to 40 

degrees. Both sub-counties have two main livelihood zones: medium agricultural potential area 

(the wetter zone
13

) and low agricultural potential area (the drier zone).  

 

Rainfall in the constituency is bi-modal, unevenly distributed, and ranges from 300 to 500 mm per 

annum. The long rains occur during March, April, and May (MAM rains) while the short rains 

occur between October and December. Rain-fed crop farming is the principal livelihood activity in 

both sub-counties, usually practiced on privately-owned parcels of land. Besides crop production, 

community members and households engage in livestock keeping, beekeeping, and a wide variety 

of income generating activities. Millet, sorghum, green grams, cowpeas, pigeon peas and maize are 

the major crop varieties grown in both sub-counties. In some areas in the wetter zone, households 

grow vegetables and fruits such as okra, carella, cammilla, tomatoes, pawpaw, bananas, and 

mangoes for sale and household consumption. Farming of timber trees and chat (ñmiraaò) is 

practiced in parts of Thiiti Location in Tharaka North Sub-county. The main livestock kept in 

Tharaka are goats, sheep, cattle, chicken, and donkeys. 
 
 

The two sub-counties are one of the least developed areas in Kenya. The incidence of poverty is 

high
14

 and infrastructural development and service provision has been low for many years. 

Household incomes are low and irregular, often higher in the periods after crop harvest when most 

households sell farm produce in the local market centers often at low prices.  

 

    
Photos showing topographic view of sections of Tharaka  

 

                                                           
12

 The figures are based on Tharaka Nithi County statistical data. See https://tharakanithi.go.ke/demographic-features/ 
13

 Locations within this zone are Tunyai, Nkarini, Karocho, Turima, Nkondi and Mwanyani in Tharaka South Sub-

county, and Gikingo, Thiiti and Ntoroni in Tharaka North Sub-county. Locations in the drier zone are Chiakariga, 

Kamanyaki, Kamaindi, Gakurungu, Ntugi, and Marimanti in Tharaka South Sub-county, and Gatue, Kanjoro, 

Maragwa, and Kathangachini in Tharaka North Sub-county.  
14

For example, 35 % of  households interviewed in this study considered themselves poor, 60 % considered themselves 

ñnormalò or moderate, while 5% considered themselves to be well-off. Tharaka Nithi County data provides much 

higher figures of over 50% poverty incidence levels in Tharaka.  See https://tharakanithi.go.ke/ 

https://tharakanithi.go.ke/demographic-features/
https://tharakanithi.go.ke/
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3.2 COMMON SHOCKS, STRESS AND DISASTERS   

 

Communities in Tharaka defined shocks, stresses, and disasters as chronic or occasional 

disturbances, hardships, tensions, challenges, developmental gaps, and undesirable conditions that 

affect them. Differentiating a particular undesirable occurrence as a shock or stress is highly 

subjective, often influenced by how a particular occurrence affected a community entity. Local 

communities tended to normalize or tolerate many of the common shocks and stresses, perceiving 

them to be ñnormalô characteristics of the Tharaka ecosystem. They took mitigation measures 

against drought and other shocks and stresses that they perceived to be severe or with significant 

adverse effects.  

 

Communities in both sub-counties experienced multiple disaster risks, which were both climatic and 

non-climatic in terms of their causes. Household interviews revealed over 25 specific shocks and 

stresses which, based on causal factors and types of effects, can be grouped further into climate-

related (climatic), socio-cultural, economic, and governance/institutional disturbances.   

 

Famine is widely linked to severe drought and was the most common disaster in both sub-counties.  

Other types of disasters were occasional massive loss of livestock due to drought and livestock 

disease outbreaks, the outbreak of cholera, floods due to excessive rains, and inter-tribal conflict.  

 

3.2.2 Climate-related shocks and stresses 

 

Several climate extreme events (rain failure, excessive rainfall, increased aridity, and flooding) 

account for many of the shocks, stresses, and disasters that occur in Tharaka. Climate-related 

disturbances share several common features: they are (i) linked both natural factors e.g. rain 

failure, and human activities; (ii) systemic as they affect large areas; and are (iii) chronic or 

frequent. Additionally, (iv) they result in a string of adverse effects on food security and 

livelihoods and other aspects of community life; (v) take long to clear; and (vi) have long-term 

effects which undermine community resilience to food insecurity and livelihood. Dealing with 

these systemic disturbances requires a focus on the entire community system. In both sub-counties, 

the common climate-related disturbances were droughts, water scarcity, food shortage, scarcity of 

pasture, crop pests and diseases, livestock diseases, and environmental degradation. These shocks 

and stresses as well as other notable ones are described below.  

 

(a) Drought 

 

Drought is a composite term that is widely associated with inadequate rainfall, food shortage
15

, 

lack of pasture, water scarcity, and increased aridity
16

. The phenomenon is common in both sub-

counties especially the drier parts. It is chronic and has links to many of the livelihood and socio-

economic challenges that occur in Tharaka - food shortage, poverty, the outbreak of diseases, death 

of animals, drop out of in schools, low asset base and savings, among others. Community members 

were highly knowledgeable about the drought phenomenon, including its causes and effects. 

                                                           
15

 On the other hand, food shortages occur in many parts of Tharaka annually even in absence of drought. This is 

especially during September to January period for many households in the drier parts of Tharaka. Severe drought 

usually leads to famine (yuura). 
16

 This refers to excessive hot weather. 
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The study participants presented over 50 droughts that have occurred in Tharaka since the 1920s, 

at an interval of 1 to 3 years, and continuously for a number of years. Examples of the years when 

drought occurred continuously were 1960-1961 (2 years), 1976-1985 (10 years), 1986-1989 (4 

years), 1997-1999 (3 years), 2011-2013 (3 years) and 2015-2016 (2 years).  

 

Every severe drought has a name, which described its main features
17

. The most widespread and 

severe droughts in both sub-counties during the last 30 years were Mukunja/Gacomora (1976), 

Ngakua ngwete (1980), and Kithukio/Kathika (1984/5). The three droughts occurred within a span 

of 8 years (1976 - 1984) and affected the whole of Tharaka. Their major effects included massive 

death of animals and human beings, destruction of the natural environment, intra-community 

migration, among others. 

 
Box 1: Major droughts in Tharaka in recent years (1920s - 2018)

18
 

1) Yuura ria Kagojia (1928-1933) 

2) Yuura riaKaaramigogo 1930 

3) Yuura ria Riampepe (immediately after 2
nd

 world war) 

4) Yuura ria Kangôarikia 1961 

5) Yuura ria Kamachege 1971 

6) Yuura ria Mukunja/Gacomora 1976 

7) Yuura riaNgakungwete 1980 

8) Yuura ria Kithukio/Kibuchio 1984 

9) Yuura ria Kathika 1985 

10) Name not available 1990  

11) Name not available 1992  

12) Yuura ria Gacugi 1994 

13) Yuura ria Post elnino 1997 

14) Yuura ria Muraja kithiria - year not 

available  

15) Yuura ria Kanyuaurithi - year not 

available  

16) Yuura ria Liamuniko - year not available  

17) Name not available 2000 

18) Name not available 2004 

19) Name not available 2006/7 

20) Yuura ria Makara 2011 

21) Name not available 2017 

 

(b) Food shortage  

 

The main sources of food for community members in Tharaka were; own production in personal or 

family-owned parcels; livestock products (milk and meat); purchase from the market; food gift 

from relatives, friends, and neighbors; and relief food obtained from the governmental agencies 

and NSAs during severe droughts. Food shortage is a chronic disturbance that occurs almost every 

year among most of the households in the drier parts of Tharaka. This is largely due to inadequate 

rainfall, decreased land productivity, and sale of a large portion of farm production to meet 

households' non-food needs. A majority of household interviewed (88%) reported inadequate food 

supply every year, mainly during August - December period and in March before the onset of the 

long rains. Food shortage was a widespread phenomenon in both sub-counties during a major 

drought.
 
 

                                                           
17

 For example, Ngakua ngwete (drought of 1980) means community members had money but there was severe food 

shortage in the local market centers. Mukunja/mukunjo (1976) means that hunger experienced during the drought made 

many individuals to have a bending posture. During the Kithukio/kathika (1984 - 5) drought, community members 

survived mainly on meat, which was measured informally i.e. not using the normal scales. Kathika is associated with 

yellow maize that was donated by the American Government in response to the famine.  
18

  In Kitharaka language, "Yuura ria" means "famine/hunger of". Each major drought and associated famine was 

described by one or more of its prominent characteristic, usually, the perceived cause, major effect, or coping strategy 

used.  
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Photos showing fields in the lower part of Tharaka South and Tharaka North sub-counties. Crop production is usually low during 

most of the years. Major droughts usually lead total crop failure and food shortage.  

 

(c ) Water scarcity 

 

The main sources of water for domestic use and livestock in both sub-counties are rivers (over 10 

permanent rivers), mini boreholes, earth dams, rock catchment, springs and wells that are sunk on 

seasonal rivers. Local communities experience water scarcity in three major forms; i) when the 

main source of water is affected, for example, the breakdown of a hand pump; ii) during the dry 

season (kiathu), usually during August-October when rivers and wells dry up; and iii) during a 

severe drought. Water scarcity due to these changes force households (mostly women and girls) to 

travel long distances to fetch water. A new form of this stress was the lack of adequate water for 

undertaking small-scale irrigation by local households, especially in the upper zone of both sub-

counties. Excessive utilization of river water resources by communities who reside upstream in 

Meru County was a major contributor to this challenge in both sub-counties
19

. The quality of water 

for domestic use was also a problem for many households in Tharaka as it contributes to water-

borne diseases such as typhoid.      

 

     
 

Photo 1 shows a long queue at a water point in Tharaka South sub-county. Photo 2 shows low water volume in River Thangatha in 

Tharaka North Sub-county.  Photo 3 shows a dry earth dam in Gatue Location in Tharaka North Sub-county.  

 

 

 

                                                           
19 The most affected rivers are Ura, Thangatha, Thanantu, and Mukothima in Tharaka North Sub-county and Kathita 

and Thingithu in Tharaka South Sub-county.  
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(d) Scarcity of pasture 

 

This is a chronic stress in both sub-counties. It is linked to rain failure, inadequate rainfall, delayed 

onset of rainfall, and drought. Further, this stress is linked to the sub-division of land into smaller 

parcels per household, lack of communal grazing grounds, and occasional migration into Tharaka 

by pastoralists from other counties. The last challenge occurs particularly in Kathangachini, 

Kanjoro and Ntoroni locations in Tharaka North Sub-county.  

 

                                                    
  Photos showing livestock grazing in fields in Tharaka North Sub-county. Pasture in the two fields was nearly exhausted yet it was 

only 2 months after the rains, and four months to the next rains. Shortage of pasture is a common problem that affects many 

households whenever there is inadequate rainfall.  

 

(e) Crop pests and diseases 

 

This widespread and chronic stress affects all types of crops and fruit trees in both sub-counties. 

The most common pests are aphids
20

, fall armyworms, pod borers, kiwi beetles and various species 

of bugs.  Fungal crop diseases are significant stress to local farmers. Pests and diseases tend to be 

increasingly resistant to agrochemicals used by local farmers. As the agrochemicals are expensive, 

many farmers do not apply them on time and in the required quantities. Birds, notably the Quelea 

move in large flocks and feed on cereals and occasionally pulses leading to crop losses. Straying 

wild animals such as elephants, hippos, buffaloes, and monkeys also destroy crops in Tharaka. The 

problem of crop pests and diseases is compounded by increasing resistance to most of the agro-

chemicals used by local farmers, as well as lack of public agricultural extension services. 

 

(f) Livestock parasites and diseases 
 

This is a chronic stress in both sub-counties. Prolonged and frequent drought periods predispose 

livestock to parasites and diseases. Livestock parasites including tape, whip, roundworms, and 

flukes cause significant losses in livestock. The leading causes of livestock diseases in both sub-

counties are tick and tsetse fly (Glosina) transmitted pathogens. Tick-borne diseases with 

significant economic loss include East Coast Fever, Anaplasmosis, and heart water. Tse-tse flies 

mainly transmit trypanosomiasis, which is an important livestock disease in both sub-counties. 

Non-protozoan infectious diseases such as anthrax and foot and mouth diseases, as well as the Rift 

Valley Fever (viral and airborne disease), affect livestock in the two areas. The most common 

poultry diseases are Newcastle, fowl typhoid and coccidiosis. Vaccination coverage is low due to 

limited access to vaccines and veterinary services. Due to high prices and limited extension 

                                                           
20

 The main pests are widely known by the following local names: mbaa, ruginyo, magochi, ntongôo, and osama. 
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services, farmers hardly purchase right drugs in adequate quantities from local Agrovet shops and 

thus treatments are not effective.  

 

(g) Human diseases and deaths 

 

This shock is in relation to disease outbreaks and inadequate access to health services. Malaria, 

typhoid, intestinal worms, amoebiasis, tuberculosis, urinary tract infection, eye and skin infections, 

food poisoning, dysentery, diarrhea (conterminal diseases), cholera, lifestyle diseases (diabetes and 

high blood pressure), and pneumonia are the commonest conditions that affect community 

members in both sub-counties. Both areas are hypo endemic for malaria, which has a significant 

impact on pregnant women and children under 5 years
21

. Cholera outbreak is a frequent 

disturbance in both sub-counties, and recurs almost every 3 years. The most recent outbreaks 

occurred in 2001, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2009, 2017, and 2018 in different parts of Tharaka. 
 

(h) Floods  

 

This seasonal shock is known locally as ñikondoriaò (highly destructive floods), ñmuguuò (flash 

floods), and ñmariaò (stagnant water mass). The shock occurs in both sub-counties and takes three 

main forms. The first is when both permanent and seasonal rivers become swollen following heavy 

rainfall. This leads to the destruction of bridges. Also, a few people are swept away every rainy 

season while crossing flooded rivers. The second form of flooding occurs when heavy rainfall 

results in massive water logging in the low-lying areas in Tharaka. This affects the movement of 

people and livestock, and destroys crops, trees, buildings, and other assets. This challenge is 

experienced in parts of Mwanyani and Nkondi locations in Tharaka South sub-county, and in 

Gikingo and Ntoroni locations in Tharaka North Sub-county. The third form is flash floods which 

occur whenever there is excessive rainfall in Tharaka.  

   

(i) Wind storms
22

 
 

This chronic stress occurs mostly in the drier parts of Tharaka during both the dry and rainy 

seasons. Strong winds destroy rooftops in homes and institutions, and destroy crops (mostly maize, 

millet, sorghum, mangoes, and pawpaw). During the dry season, strong winds blow dust into 

homes, farms and market centers. Individuals, households and institutions that are affected by 

windstorms incur significant economic loss. This is in terms of reduced crop production and costs 

incurred when repairing the damages.  

 

(j) Environmental degradation 

 

This chronic stress is related to the effects of livelihood activities undertaken in the two sub-

counties, inadequate environmental conservation, and inadequate enforcement of regulations and 

laws governing natural resource management. In both sub-counties, there was evidence of the 

application of poor farming methods by many households, notably the ñslash and burnò shift 

                                                           
21

 This is because it is usually women who normally shoulder the larger burden of caring for the sick people within 

households in Tharaka. See, Runguma, SN 2000 - The perception and management of malaria among women: the case 

of Tharaka North Division of Tharaka Nithi District, Kenya. MA Thesis, University of  Nairobi. 
22

 Referred to as ñKibubaniò in Tharaka language which is different from normal wind (ruoo) 
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cultivation method. Other contributing factors include overgrazing and charcoal burning. These 

human activities lead to the destruction of the vegetative cover, soil erosion, and eventual decline 

in land productivity. 
 

 

            
 

                       Photos showing examples of land degradation in Tharaka   
 

3.2.3 Other types of shocks and stresses 

 

The two sub-counties experience an equally wide variety of non-environmental shocks and 

stresses. Many of these disturbances are directly or indirectly linked to drought, as either a cause or 

effect. The most widespread and devastating of these non-climatic shocks and stresses are chronic 

poverty, poor governance/leadership, inadequate access to essential services, exploitative market, 

resource-based conflicts, domestic disputes, alcoholism and drugs abuse, wildlife-human conflict, 

and elite capture
23

.  Other common non-climatic shocks and stresses in Tharaka are unequal access 

to communal assets and resources, insecurity/banditry, harmful cultural practices (witchcraft, 

female genital mutilation, and early marriages), crime and other social vices (stealing, prostitution, 

the use of foul language in public), and child labor and mistreatment. 

 

There are various forms of organizational shocks and stresses in Tharaka. These include 

inadequate funds to implement planned projects; lack of materials, skills and other resources 

required to offer services; and corruption, which undermines efficient and effective service 

delivery. Other institutional shocks and stress include interference of work by local politicians; 

understaffing and transfers of key staff; government policies and orders, which undermine planned 

programmers; lack of adequate community cooperation; and negative socio-cultural norms, values, 

and practices. Annexure 3 provides more details on these challenges.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
23 This refers to acts or circumstances where elites, as individuals, groups (for example professional associations) or as 

a class dominate or control public development processes and institutions or grab benefits, opportunities, and services 

meant for the wider society, sections of society (such as the poor, children, youth, women, and the elderly) or certain 

geographic locations. Elite capture is a manifestation of "elite-institutional hegemony" in which elites and the 

institutions they control or work for exerts unparalleled influence on the local development space, in terms of 

policymaking and implementation. For more information on this concept, see Runguma, SN (2014): The Political 

Economy of Poverty Reduction in Kenya: A Comparative Analysis of Two Rural Counties, University of the 

Witwatersrand, South Africa. 
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3.3 UNDERLYING CAUSES OF CLIMATE -RELATED SHOCKS AND STRESS  

 
The root causes of climate-related shocks and stress such as drought are both natural and human 

factors. Natural causes are related to climatic factors, while human causes are related to structural 

factors that contribute to environmental degradation. These broad classifications can be 

categorized further into climatic/ecological, socio-cultural, economic, and governance/institutional 

factors. The climatic/ecological factors are direct causes while the other three categories are 

indirect causes. These factors expose local communities to disaster risks, and constrain their ability 

to improve their situations and to withstand shocks and stresses that occur within the Tharaka 

ecosystem.  

 

 (a) Climatic /ecological factors 

 

These factors concern changes and variability in climatic and ecological conditions. These include 

land degradation/environmental destruction, increased temperature/aridity, and changes in amount 

and patterns of rainfall. Information from key informants and FGDs showed that local 

communities easily connect these factors to drought, water scarcity, lack of pasture and other 

climate-related shocks and stresses.  

 

(b) Socio-cultural factors 
These refer to social and cultural norms, values, and practices of local communities, mostly related 

to livelihood activities that adversely affect the environment. They also include attitudes and 

practices of local communities towards conservation of the environment. Examples of socio-

cultural factors are preferences for large herds of livestock; grazing in protected areas (hills); slash 

and burn shift cultivation practice; and cutting of trees in the hills, river banks, and valleys for 

timber, poles or to make charcoal. Some of these practices represent local communitiesô coping 

and adaptive measures against climatic and non-climatic shocks and stresses. The responses from 

household interviews and community FGDs showed that local community members were able to 

link these factors to climate-related shocks and stress that they experience. 
 

 

                                                             
Photo 1 shows a newly prepared field in Kathangachini Location in Tharaka North Sub-county using the traditional 

slash and burn shift cultivation method. This method is widespread in the drier part of both sub-counties and 

contributes to land degradation. Photo 2 shows examples of cultivation on the banks of seasonal and permanent rivers 

in Tharaka. This contributes to soil erosion along river banks and exposes rivers to excessive water evaporation.  
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(c) Economic factors 
 

These are related to livelihood and income 

generating activities carried out by 

community entities that affect the 

environment negatively. The common 

practices are slash and burn cultivation 

method, keeping of large herds of animals 

(common in Kathangachini, Kanjoro, and 

Maragwa locations), and uncontrolled sand 

harvesting in the dry valleys, as well as 

permanent rivers and streams. Another 

negative practice is burning and selling of 

charcoal. Many of these practices represent 

local communitiesô coping and adaptive 

measures against climatic and non-climatic 

shocks and stresses.   

 

 
Photo showing sand harvesting in a riverbed in Tharaka 

North Sub-county.  

 

(d) Governance/institutional factors 

 

These are related to governance practices, 

laws, and policies that govern livelihood 

activities, utilization of communal and public 

assets and resources, and community-based 

natural resource management. In both sub-

counties, there is evidence of soil erosion, 

excessive sand harvesting, slash and burn 

cultivation, farming on the slopes of hills and 

mountains, and the destruction of vegetation 

around traditional shrines ("iri"). These 

practices are indicative of inadequate 

enforcement of laws, policies, and 

regulations on the protection of the 

environment. It is also indicative of 

diminished influence of traditional norms and 

values that governed community based 

natural resource management. Key informant 

interviews singled out poor leadership and 

corruption as major governance issues that 

have negative implications for the 

environment and sustainable utilization of 

natural resources in Tharaka.    

 

 

The photo shows members of the research team 

rebuilding part of a road at the banks of a seasonal 

river in Tharaka North Sub-county. Poor roads are a 

common feature in Tharaka and are a manifestation of 

poor service delivery and leadership. 

 

 

 

 

3.4  EFFECTS OF CLIMA TE-RELATED SHOCKS AND STRESSES ON FOOD 

SECURITY AND LIVELIHOODS  
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Climate-related shocks and stresses, especially droughts undermine food security and livelihood 

status of large sections of the community system. They also adversely affect other aspects of 

community life including health, nutrition, education, peace and security, and economy. The 

following are the major effects of climate-related shocks and stresses on food security and 

livelihood in Tharaka:  

¶ Environmental degradation reduces the local resource-base (soil fertility, etc) for viable 

livelihoods; hence poor harvests and low return from livestock production.  

¶ Economic loss from the death of livestock decreased earnings from crop and livestock 

farming, sale of assets, taking in of debts/loans to cope with food shortages or water scarcity, 

undermines individual and household economic status and pushing others deeper into poverty 

and inability to resist future shocks and stress. 

¶ Acute food shortage during drought and accompanying famine leads to low intake of food by 

community members, which affects children, elderly, the sick and women (pregnant and 

breastfeeding mothers) more, undermining their health status. Effects of low food intake on 

health include sickness, malnutrition, and stunting. This limits people's productivity. 
 

¶ Leads to depressed livestock prices and high cost of food hence depletion of household 

savings and reserves, and sale of assets.   

¶ Increased negative competition over scarce resources leads to disputes, tensions, jealousy, and 

enmity. This creates disharmony within communities and deterioration of community 

relations (negative competition as people try to survive). 

¶ Some of the coping mechanisms such as charcoal burning and excessive sand harvesting 

cause further harm to the environment and worsen the ecological situation.  

 

3.5 VULNERABILITY TO CLIMATE -RELATED SHOCKS AND STRESSES 

 
The issue of vulnerability concerns two major elements: the extent of exposure to shocks and stresses, and 

the ability to withstand and recover from shocks and stresses. As noted already, climate-related shocks 

and stresses such as droughts affect large sections of local communities in both sub-counties. For 

example, 147 of the 167 household interviews (88%) reported that they had suffered significantly 

from drought and associated shocks and stresses (e.g. food shortage) during the last 10 years. This 

indicates that these shocks and stresses were widespread.  

 

Vulnerability was not a permanent condition to any particular community entity in Tharaka.  

Instead, there were seasonal ñvulnerability swingsò in which a community system entity affected 

on one occasion may escape a similar shock or stress in the future. This is after making adequate 

preparedness measures or due to improved socio-economic status.  

 

There was a consensus from the study participants that certain categories of individuals, 

households, and groups were the most vulnerable to drought and other climatic hazards
24

. Also, 

                                                           
24

 This view was expressed by 83% of the households interviewed and was further confirmed by key informants and 

focus group participants. Only 17% of the households felt that all community system entities were vulnerable to 

climate-related shocks and stress. 
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communities who resided in the drier parts of Tharaka were perceived to be relatively more 

vulnerable to climate-related shocks and stresses
25

.  

 

The most vulnerable categories to climate-related shocks and stress were as follows: 

1) The poor: This category lacked adequate assets and resources such as land, livestock, regular 

income, savings, reserves, social capital, and access to communal assets and formal services.). 

Estimates showed that the very poor and poor constitutes about 60% of the population, 35% 

were middle level and only 5% well-off. The poor had high vulnerability; the middle had a 

moderate vulnerability, while the well-off had a low vulnerability.
 

2) Households with one or more of these characteristics: large in size (10 members or more); 

lack or have little arable land and other assets; lack regular income; are headed by alcoholic 

persons; are internally displaced persons. 

3) Individuals who are dependent on others for livelihood (children, elderly, persons with 

disabilities, and the sick). 

4) Individuals and households with limited assets base and social capital (single mothers, 

divorcees, HIV/AIDS victims, and orphans). 

5) Women and girls (especially expectant and breastfeeding mothers).
 

6) Organizations/institutions without diversified income sources (e.g. CBOs) 

 

As such, age, gender, health status, economic status, livelihood activities, ecological conditions, 

and access to communal assets and formal social services were the major vulnerability factors to 

climate-related shocks and stress in both sub-counties.  
 

    

     Photos showing examples of signs of household poverty in Tharaka 

 

Household interviews indicated there were certain types of individuals and households that 

absorbed shocks and stress more successfully than the vulnerable groups. These entities had some 

or all of the following socio-economic strengths: 

1) Diversified sources of livelihood 

2) Regular income  

3) Savings, assets, and reserves  

4) Ability to migrate to other areas in search of work or with livestock 

5) Cohesive and united  

                                                           
25

 This was because, among others, these areas were more arid, were the least developed, and practiced traditional 

farming methods harmful to the environment (e.g. slash and burn shift cultivation). 
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6) Access to gifts and remittances  

7) Access to emergency assistance from government and NSAs. 
 

3.6  MEASURES FOR PREVENTING OR MITIGATING THE EFFECTS OF CLIMATE -

RELATED SHOCKS AND STRESSES 

 

A traditional early warning system existed to predict drought and famine in Tharaka. Community 

entities, especially households that were headed by older persons utilized the system, as well as 

information from government agencies
26

 and NSAs to carry out anticipatory actions and decisions 

against droughts and other climate-related shocks and stresses.  

 
Box 3: Traditional signs that signify an impending drought and famine  ¶  
 

¶  

¶ Increased aridity (hot and dry air) 

¶ Shedding of leaves 

¶ Presence of strong winds  

¶ Too much sunshine or cloudy weather 

¶ Visit to homesteads by wild animals like rats, birds, and ants
 

¶ Weather changes e.g. absence of clouds in the sky 

¶ People feeling dizzy (people grow weak)  

¶ Sound of birds and their closeness to the home 

¶ Sound of wild animals including millipedes 

¶ The constellation (gwiri) 

¶ Shape and position of the new crescent moon (rukombe). 

¶ Protrusion of red mushroom (kiriri )  

¶ Behaviour of the hornbills (they sing when there was an impending food shortage). 
 

¶ Invasion of insects such as locusts 

¶ Abnormal sounds in the hills
27 

 

Most the households in both sub-counties did not take deliberate measures to prepare against 

drought and other climate-related shocks and stresses. For instance, only 40% of households 

interviewed in the two sub-counties took such measures.  These households presented over 20 

specific measures. The main ones were as follows: 

¶ Preserving food (millet and sorghum) and selling green grams only. Also, saving food to be 

eaten during the dry season. 

¶ Selling animals when the prices are high and keeping food when the prices are low. 

¶ Selling the food crops when the prices are high and buy animals for restocking. 

¶ Gathering fodder and storing it prior to the onset of a drought.
 

¶ Practicing conservation agriculture (e.g. digging benches, terraces and other soil 

conservation and environment protection measures). 

¶ Reducing householdôs participation in social events such as pre-weddings.
 

¶ Planting drought-tolerant crops. 

 

                                                           
26

 There was a general feeling that rainfall forecasts by the Meteorological Department were inaccurate most of the 

time hence do not enable local communities to prepare adequately. 
27

Major hills such as Nyambene and Kijege are said to make some sounds that signal the nearing of rains (Gukubuka 

gwa kirima). If the sound comes once, it is interpreted to mean the expected rainfall will be inadequate. 
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3.7 COPING WITH CLIMATE -RELATED SHOCKS AND STRESSES 

 

Communities in Tharaka used a variety of strategies to respond to climate-related shocks and 

stress. The coping mechanisms adopted varied but all focused on preventing, reducing or 

mitigating the effects of droughts and other climate-related shocks and stress. The coping actions 

and decisions also sought to restore to the ñnormalò conditions of the affected community entity.  

 

Common coping strategies used included the use of savings and reserves to purchase food and 

non-food items; sale of assets including land and livestock; recalling debts or taking new ones; 

purchasing food in the market; and minimizing social engagements, which required financial 

investments. Communities also sought food donations from relatives, friends, and neighbors; 

sought food and other forms of assistance from within and outside Tharaka; migrated in search of 

employment, food, and pasture; and skipped or rationed meals. Annexure 5 provides details on the 

common coping strategies applied against climate-related shocks and stresses in Tharaka.  

 

Overall, the traditional social support system was the most important community resilience 

resource for coping with droughts and other shocks and stress. The notable traditional forms of 

assistance that were practiced include a mutual exchange between neighbors, friends, and kinsmen; 

and harambee
28

 through which community members in need request and obtained support from 

neighbors, friends and the wider community.  

 

The choice and use of specific coping strategies against climate-related shocks and stresses by 

community system entities depended on a variety of factors and considerations. These included; 

(a) availability, access, and cost of using a particular coping strategy; (b) perceived outcomes 

drawing on previous experience of applying these strategies; (c) resources, skills, and abilities 

users have to apply a particular strategy; and (d) the local traditions and norms, and formal 

regulations governing the use of particular strategies. Generally, community members made 

rational decisions in the use of coping mechanisms. They started with strategies that were more 

accessible and easier to apply and with minimal loss i.e. meet needs more efficiently.  

 

The degree of effectiveness of the coping strategies applied varied and tended to be inadequate in 

dealing with severe drought and famine hence necessitating external assistance. Often, the 

application of a single strategy was not sufficient and hence a combination of strategies was 

applied simultaneously or sequentially. 

 

Some of the coping strategies had negative effects on long-term community resilience capacities. 

These included burning and sale of charcoal, excessive sand harvesting, sale of productive assets 

owned by households (especially land), cutting of trees to make firewood for sale, prostitution, 

stealing, and marrying off girl-children.  

 

                                                           
28

Harambee means poling resources or strengths together to solve a particular problem. The spirit of harambee has 

existed in African communities for a long time and was became popular in Kenya at independence when the first 

President, Jomo Kenyatta, called upon Kenyans to join hands to build the country. See Kanyinga, Mitullah, and Njagi, 

2007: ñThe Non-profit Sector in Kenya: Size, Scope and Financingò. Nairobi: Institute for Development Studies. 
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Coping strategies used by men and women were influenced by the role each played within 

households, which was largely aligned to the cultural norms and traditions. For example, it was the 

men who migrated to look for menial work to feed their households. On the other hand, women 

begged for food within and outside the local community. There was also a religious factor in 

coping with drought in Tharaka. Adherents of ñKabonokiaò sect interpreted drought as a sign of 

the end of times and did little to cope, which was stressful for children within such households. 

 

3.8  ADAPTIVE MEASURES AGAINST CLIMATE -RELATED SHOCKS AND 

STRESSES   
 

Communities in Tharaka demonstrate a number of rational actions, methods, and decisions to 

manage the impact of drought and other climate-related shocks and stress. These adaptive change 

actions take place after the disturbance as communities make efforts to recover and prevent a 

potential future occurrence.  

 

Some of the adaptive actions have been applied for a long time and hence are part of the local 

ñtoolkitò or repository of culturally acceptable ñtoolsò for dealing with shocks and stress. These 

have been developed after years of learning from shocks and stress within the Tharaka 

ecosystem.  

 

Other adaptive practices were new, and many of these were introduced by governmental 

agencies and non-state actors. These include the formation of self-help groups and other forms of 

CBOs, application of new agricultural methods, and the adoption of new crop varieties. The 

application of the new adaptive practices was indicative that local communities have learned 

from the legacy of major shocks and stresses, and was willing to try out new measures proposed 

by governmental agencies and NSAs.  

 

There were at least 10 major adaptive practices against climate extremes in the two sub-counties. 

These are identified below and elaborated further in Annexure 7.  

 

1. Li velihood diversification: Besides rain-fed crop farming, individuals and households 

carry out one or more additional activities that bring in income, food and employment. 

These include livestock keeping, beekeeping, petty trading, weaving and selling mats 

("migeka"), charcoal burning, and sand harvesting.
 

2. Livelihood specialization: This includes the practice of planting crops that are suitable 

for the cooler and drier parts of the two sub-counties such as maize and beans are grown 

only in the upper/cooler zone. On the other hand, livestock keeping is concentrated in the 

drier parts of Tharaka.  

3. Reduced size and diversified composition of livestock herds: This involved 

maintaining mixed herds comprising goats, sheep and cattle; and keeping smaller herds 

of livestock with more goats as they are more resilient to water and pasture scarcity. 

4. Adoption of new agricultural methods, practices and technology: This includes the 

adoption of additional or improved crop varieties (mangoes, bananas, green grams, 

cowpeas, and sorghum), and livestock breeds (e.g. dairy goats); early land preparation 

and planting i.e. before the onset of the rains; use of agrochemicals to control crop pests 

and diseases; and practicing agro-forestry on farms especially the planting of Melia 

volkensii (Mikau); and growing of fruit trees alongside crops.
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5. Food preservation: This involves the use of sacks and reusable bags to preserve part of 

own food production and use it responsibly, and chemicals to control pests that attack 

preserved food.
 

6. Monitoring market prices to inform market decisions: This entails making inquiries 

about market prices before taking a decision on what and how much to sell or purchase in 

the local markets.
 

7. Collection and storage of fodder: This entails collecting and storing hay for livestock, 

including husks from own farm for use during the dry season. 

8. Membership in community-based organizations: The include a variety of self help group 

such as women groups, youth groups, and other types which enable community members 

to pool resources together, share ideas, and help one another in times of need by 

advancing loans to build assets or deal with shocks such as food shortage, paying of 

school fees, healthcare expenses, and crop pests and diseases.  

9. Natural resources management and environmental conservation: This includes the 

construction of terraces/benches, planting trees, crop rotation, cover cropping, and taking 

care of natural vegetation and rare trees
29

.  

10. Cooperating and supporting interventions promoted by government agencies and 

NSAs: Community members participate in food security, livelihood and empowerment 

initiatives; accepting assistance provided e.g. farm inputs (fertilizers and seeds); and 

seeking support e.g. education bursaries, and food relief. 

                                                           
29

  These are resilient trees that thrive in the local ecosystem. They provide various benefits to local communities; 

edible fruits, timber, shade, firewood, beehive keeping, wood for carving out beehives, retain water, strings from the 

bark, medicine, pollen that bees use to make honey, and other cultural uses. These trees include mithuana, mikuyu, 

miramba, mithithi, miruguyu, ntungu, migumo, migunka, nthanje, mikau, miruruku, migucwa, migaa and 

mikurukuru. 
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The photos show examples of adaptive measures against climate-related shocks and stress in Tharaka. The measures 

include micro-irrigation activities in wetter zone of Tharaka (photo 1),  crop and fruit farming in the wetter zone of 

Tharaka (photo 2), growing of early maturing crops (millet) in most parts of Tharaka (photo 3), rearing of goats and 

sheep in the drier zone of Tharaka (photo 4), chicken rearing in parts of Tharaka (photo 5); production and selling of 

traditional broom in Tharaka South Sub-county (photo 6), and conservation agriculture in many parts of Tharaka 

(photo 7). 

 

3.9 TRANSFORMATIVE CAPACITIES  

 

Important ñtransformative resourcesò exist in both sub-counties for supporting community 

resilience to climate change. For example, within the national government and Tharaka Nithi 

County Government governance framework, there are well set out governance structures and 

mechanisms with potential to support development and resilience building efforts at the local 

level. Supportive policies, regulations, and laws also exist to promote protection and sustainable 

use of the environment, and sustainable agricultural production
30

. 

 

Similarly, there are a variety of devolved funds for special projects and supporting vulnerable 

and minority groups including women, youth, people with disabilities, the elderly, and orphans.  

                                                           
30

 These policies and laws are emphasized in many development plans and legal frameworks in Kenya, including 

Vision 2030, national and Tharaka Nithi County development plans, Environmental Management and Coordination 

Act, 1999, DRR action plans, and Chapter 5 of the Constitution of Kenya 2010 on Land and Environment. 

Generally, ñthe 2010 Constitution includes progressive provisions related to land, environment and natural resource 

management, and has given impetus to the development of new laws, policies, guidelines and other enabling legal 

instruments across many relevant sectors at the national and county levelsò. Relevant structures under the EMCA 

Act of 1999 are NEMA (exercises general supervision and coordination over all matters relating to the environment 

and to be the principal instrument of Government in the implementation of all policies relating to the environment), 

National Environment Council (responsible for policy formulation directions for the purposes of the NEMA Act, 

and sets national goals and objectives, and determines policies and priorities for the protection of the environment), 

and Provincial and District Environment Committees (contribute to decentralisation of environmental management 

and enable participation of local communities).
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A variety of community networks such as self-help groups, community-based groups, and clans 

also exist and these are important for supporting community resilience.  

 

There are also national government and county government funds, formal social protection 

mechanisms, and laws safeguarding the rights and needs of women, youth, children, persons 

with disabilities, the elderly, orphans, and minority groups.  NDMA structures with potential for 

mitigating climate-related shocks and stress in the two sub-counties also exist.  

 

Across the two sub-counties, there are ongoing efforts by the national government and county 

government to improve social services and critical socio-economic infrastructure including 

roads, health facilities, water systems, electricity connections, and educational institutions. 

 

  
The photos show examples of past and ongoing infrastructural development in Tharaka. Photo 1 shows electricity lines in 

Maragwa Location, Tharaka North Sub-county; Photo 2 shows a water storage tank constructed by the Government in 

Kathangachini Location; and photo 3 shows a water tank in Maragwa Location. 
 

Moreover, there are various critical communal assets and resources, which can be utilized to 

enhance community system resilience. These include traditional knowledge and institutions such 

as clans, sub-clans and council of elders; social support system such as kinship and 

neighborhood bonds; a variety of community networks, including self-help groups and 

community based organizations; and traditional knowledge including elaborate early warning 

system for dealing with climate-related shocks and stress. In addition, there are over 10 

permanent rivers that can support irrigation projects; the proposed High Grand Falls mega dam; 

hills and mountains; and an upcoming class of well educated and business elites.  

 

The ingredients for the transformation in Tharaka exist as indicated by the above strengths
31

. 

Although major shocks and stress such as drought still affect many households in both sub-

counties, the effects are less severe compared to, for example, the famine of 19980 and 19984. 

What is required are increased efforts to tackle major barriers which constrain the efforts of 

individuals, households, organizations and other entities of the Tharaka community system to 

effectively prepare, withstand and adapt to climate-related and other common shocks and 

stresses. 

 

                                                           
31

 Similarly, the Tharaka Community system has various weaknesses, which combines with other factors to 

constrain or undermine the resilience capacities. These weaknesses include elite capture, social activities which take 

a lot of household income, low saving culture in banks, high intra-household dependency; and passivity/lack of 

significant engagement by ordinary citizens in community governance affairs. 
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3.10 MAJOR BARRIERS TO ENHANCED COMMUNITY RESILIENCE CAPACITIES  

 

(i) Governance/leadership deficits 

This was the most important factor influencing community resilience capacities in Tharaka. It is 

manifested in form of limited access to essential services, which results in individuals and 

households in Tharaka spending a large portion of their meager incomes to access health care, 

education, water, and other needs. Community members are left with little financial resources 

they can invest and generally get trapped in a cycle of poverty which increases their vulnerability 

to droughts and other types of shocks and stress. Governance deficits are also manifested in the 

form of corruption, elite capture, lack of transparency and accountability of leaders for their 

actions and general inefficiency in the use of public resources.  Governance approach emerges as 

a key tool for improving community resilience in Tharaka. The need for good governance is 

anchored on Article 10 (National values and principles of governance) of Chapter 2 of the Kenya 

Constitution 2010 and chapter 6 (leadership and integrity) both of which emphasize transparent, 

accountable and efficient governance processes.  

 

(ii)  Chronic poverty 

Poverty levels are high in Tharaka, estimated at over 50%. Many households are chronically 

poor, with low and irregular incomes, low access to essential services, and low assets ownership 

and savings. Recurrent droughts push many of the local households into a cycle of poverty, 

which constrains their ability to resist major shocks and stress.  

 

(iii)  Exploitative market system 
The marketing system was problematic: prices for livestock are low especially during droughts 

when supply is high and livestock condition poor. Prices of farm produce are low immediately 

after harvests. Price fluctuations affect household incomes, expenditures, assets ownership, 

savings and reserves and general capacity to resist, cope and adapt to shocks and stress. 

 

(iv) The decline in the authority of traditional governance institutions and knowledge 
There has been a decline in the influence and observance of traditional institutions and norms, 

especially by younger generations. Traditional institutions and norms played an important role in 

societal governance and encouraged peaceful co-existence, regulated access and utilization of 

communal assets and resources, and promoted community-based natural resources management 

and mutual assistance in times of need. Notable traditional institutions, norms and knowledge 

systems that may be strengthened include community elders, clan/sub-clan leadership, clan 

gatherings (miriga), age set bonds, shrines (iri ) norm, and drought/famine early warning system.   

 

3.11 DIMENSIONS AND INDICATORS OF COMMUNITY RESILIENCE  
 

The study results revealed eight factors that are critical for community system resilience to 

climatic shocks and stresses in Tharaka. These are wealth, culture, social organization, 

environment, economy, livelihood activities, service provision, peace and security, and 

governance/leadership. Based on these factors, seven contextually-relevant dimensions of 

community resilience outlined in Table 4 below have been established for Tharaka. Each 
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resilience dimension has 2-5 sub-components, from which 27 resilience indicators
32

 have been 

developed.  

 

Table 4: Dimensions and indicators of community resilience in Tharaka 

 

Dimension of resilience  Contextually relevant indicators 
Wealth  1) Access to financial resources (income, savings, and assets) 

2) Access and quality of non-financial assets (land, livestock, and 

other resources) 

3) Quality of human capital (health, skills, experience, and 

knowledge) 

4) Quality and access to community assets and resources  

5)  Quality and access to social capital  

Culture / social 

organization  

 

1) Quality of community organization and networks  

2) Prevailing social norms, values, and practices 
 

3) Quality of traditional knowledge  and institutions  

4)   The extent of gender equality and social inclusion
 

Services provision  1) Access to basic services  

2) The extent of socio-economic infrastructural development 
 

3)   Quality of government and NSAs programmes 

Environment  1) The extent of ecosystem protection
 

2) Recovery and regeneration of the environment 

3) Sustainable use of communal resources 

Economic & livelihood   

 

1) Access to productive resources (factors of production ï land, 

labor, capital, technology, and entrepreneurship) 
 

2) Diversity of local food system  

3) Livelihood diversity   

4) Nature of the market system   

5)   Access to technology and innovations  

Peace and security  

 
1) Social cohesion and unity  

2) Peaceful co-existence with neighboring communities  

3)   Mechanisms for resolving conflicts 

4) Access to security services (police, administrators, and courts) 

Governance/leadership 
 

 
1)  Accountable and transparent leadership  

2) Attitude and practices of duty bearers (public institutions and 

officials, NSAs, and local elites) 

3) Enforcement of policies, regulations, and laws promoting 

environmental conservation and sustainable natural resources 

management   
 

4) Level and quality of community participation in development 

initiatives and decision-making processes 
 

 

 

                                                           
32

 The resilience status of the community can only be estimated by assessing all these indicators. It is not possible, or 

even necessary to attempt to develop or use one single indicator of resilience because resilience is a wide issue 

concerning many factors.  
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The resilience dimensions and indicators presented above provide a useful framework for 

identifying potential areas for designing interventions to strengthen community resilience in the 

two sub-counties. They also provide a framework for monitoring resilience capacities within the 

Tharaka ecosystem.  

 

3.12 STRENGTHENING COMMUNITY RESILIENCE  TO CLIMATE CHANGE  

 

There have been over 200 specific development interventions
33

 implemented by government 

agencies, faith-based organizations, UN agencies (e.g. FAO), NGOs, and community groups in 

different parts of Tharaka South and Tharaka North sub-counties to address development 

challenges during the last 10 years. At least 10 specific interventions have been undertaken by 

government agencies and NSAs, on average, in each of the administration locations of Tharaka 

during the last decade. Many of these projects focused on water supply, agricultural improvement, 

early warning information system, natural resource management, community empowerment, 

income generating activities, and education support. The majority of the projects have targeted 

vulnerable groups and households in specific locations, while a few such as early warning 

information system activities implemented by the DNMA have covered all areas of Tharaka.   

 

Many of the past and ongoing NSAs programmes have concentrated on emergency relief and 

incremental improvement in the absorptive and adaptive capacities of the beneficiary groups to 

selected shocks and stresses. Local communities were of the view that many of the NSAs 

interventions did not involve beneficiary groups meaningfully in decision-making processes. This 

was particularly in relation to the development of the interventions, financial planning, and 

monitoring and evaluation activities. In addition, the assistance provided during severe droughts 

and other crises was inadequate in terms of quantity, quality, and timeliness
34

. Another notable 

shortcoming of NSAs interventions in Tharaka was a lack of focus on strengthening of traditional 

institutions and knowledge, and positive cultural elements, yet these were critical for enhanced 

community resilience to shocks and stresses. There was also a lack of lobby and advocacy 

activities directed at duty bearers (public and non-state institutions and officials) to push for good 

governance and effective service delivery.   

 

Communities in both sub-counties appreciate past and ongoing water supply services and food 

security and livelihood activities implemented by IAS in Tharaka. The notable interventions were 

a functional water supply system (Manyirani Water project) in Marimanti Location in Tharaka 

South sub-county, and a school feeding programme that cover several locations in Tharaka South 

sub-county. Other notable initiatives were the construction of water pans and empowerment of 

community based groups (notably the Kianda Cereal Producers CBO) in Maragwa Location in 

Tharaka North Sub-county, and the distribution of Solvatten water containers in both sub-

counties. These interventions have been implemented largely in response to shocks and stresses 

experienced by the targeted beneficiary groups. IAS interventions in Tharaka had limited 

coverage (geographic scope) and impact as they benefited mainly the direct participants. The 
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These refer to specific activities or infrastructural developments such as a water system, health facility, 

demonstration farm, livestock improvement initiative, rather than integrated development project that may involve 

multiple major activities within a single project.  
34

 Some of the study participants complained that relief food was distributed when the situation had become worse and 

sometimes the food was spoilt.   




