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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Though AgriFI intends to support SMEs in the Arid and Semi-Arid Lands (ASALs) of Kenya, few applications for the 
Challenge Fund have been received from these areas. This paper brings together existing literature with information 
from short field visits and interviews with key stakeholders to present an evidence-based analysis of why this might 
be the case.  
 
ASALs make up 88% of the land mass in Kenya and accommodate 36% of its people.  

Drought is prevalent and is a key characteristic of the ASALs, becoming more frequent and severe with less 
predictable rainfall patterns, attributed to climate change. ASALs are defined by their aridity and the 8 most arid 
counties in the North, North West and South East (the focus of this paper) have rainfall averaging 150-550mm/yr.  

This paper focuses on the very dry ASALs where water, climate, soil and lower population density have had a 
significant impact on agricultural production. There is significant variability in the aridity of the semi-arid ASALs 
ranging from 10-84% aridity, with variations within counties dependent on the topography. However, there are 
water bodies that are underutilized even in the driest ASALs that have potential for investment into irrigation.  

Pastoralism is the dominant production system in the ASALs, and it is an economically viable and rational 
livelihood strategy that is critical to the stability of the ASALs. However, this is likely to change given a number of 
considerations noted below and new strategies that complement pastoral production systems could be introduced 
to increase resilience. 

Production systems in the ASALs are variable. In semi-arid ASALs, where the aridity is lower, there are a range of 
production systems including agro-pastoral systems and sedentary agriculture such as the production of 
horticulture and grains that are supported by SMEs. These tend to be on a smaller scale than those in non-ASAL 
areas with lower potential grant-to-beneficiary impact ratios, depending on the area. AgriFI, for instance, identified 
SMEs in 2018 in the Kilifi and Kwale counties and in 2019 in the Laikipia-Meru counties that grow a variety of 
horticulture crops and nuts in large volumes that are competitive in the open market.  

KEY FINDINGS: 
- Challenge of Very Arid Areas: There is a distinction between a) very arid areas and b) those which 

are semi-arid, which are often ‘business as usual’ as agricultural system areas, though they may be 
increasingly vulnerable to climate change. 

- Pastoralism: Pastoral production systems (VCs) are limited to those that involve livestock production 
systems and some agro-pastoralism activities such as basic horticulture and grain production. This is 
both a reflection of geography, population and ownership. Nevertheless, there are positive SME 
opportunities, often at small scale and with limited initial capacity for widespread impact. They may 
form a basis of future AgriFI interactions. 

- Potential partners: Despite challenges, some promising applications were received from ASAL 
regions in Call 1. This paper maps out the potential cohorts of applicants for identification and where 
appropriate, focus for AgriFI. 

- Livestock: The ownership of livestock is used both for food production and as a store of wealth and 
financial services by pastoralists, and does not easily translate into market-led commercial activity.  

- Non-pastoralist VCs: there are examples of non-pastoralist VCs which show promise but may 
operate in geographically specific areas which do not strongly interact with very arid areas, even 
those nearby.  
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Outputs from the pastoral production systems are being significantly underestimated. In 2011, IGAD used the 
Direct Use Benefits methodology rather than a commodity flow approach to estimate the contribution of ruminant 
livestock to agricultural GDP, using the 2009 consensus figures. Estimates were 150% higher than the official KNBS 
figures attributed to pastoral livestock systems. More than 80% of all the beef consumed in Kenya is produced by 
pastoralists, sourced domestically and from neighbouring countries. The IGAD figures presented a significantly 
different picture of the livestock-derived food available domestically, capturing the value of food products and non-
marketed goods and services such as financial benefit value (credit, insurance), transport and community sharing 
benefits. Pastoral production systems should not be underestimated in terms of their importance to the economy 
and to the people living within them.  

Pastoral production systems are under considerable strain as a result of climate change, reduced grazing land and 
population pressures. This means that over 30% of the population are increasingly vulnerable.  

The poorest people in the driest ASALs are those that have left the pastoral system. Supporting pastoral 
production systems to be more resilient is the preferred approach of development practitioners. This enables some 
to “hang in” in the very dry areas and prevents more from “dropping out” of the system into extreme poverty. 
Introducing new strategies is necessary so that pastoralists can “move up” in the system, especially the younger 
members living closer to markets and infrastructure that support more value addition and improved quality of 
products. Many pastoralists are deliberately “moving out” however, choosing to find other economic opportunities.  

Investment in SMEs in the 8 very dry ASALs is low due to the low population density (making scalability 
challenging), the political conflict across the borders, cattle rustling due to pressure on land and water and 
community identity conflicts.   

The 8 most arid ASAL counties have the lowest human development indices in Kenya with low population 
densities and poor service delivery in health, water, infrastructure, energy and education. Turkana county has been 
identified as the most marginalised county for the second time running.   

New policies place more emphasis on supporting the ASALs, whereas past policies favoured the development of 
areas with abundant natural resources and rainfall. These include Kenya’s Vision 2030 and its commitment to 
meeting the SDGs. The theme “leaving no on behind” aims to reduce isolation in the ASALs and has been the driver 
behind improved infrastructure development such as the LAPSSET corridor Program linking the south, west and 
northern ASALs to their borders and central Kenya. An equalization fund of 2.4b Ksh is being used to improve service 
delivery including health, education, water, energy and infrastructure, but much more is needed to address the 
challenges in these areas.  

Despite the challenges in ASALs they abound with natural resources, holding 70% of the livestock and 90% of the 
wildlife. They are also rich in minerals and natural resources such as forests and wetlands and there are large water 
bodies and rivers in many ASALs.  

There are positive signs that an SME economy in the ASALs is developing. There are a number of start-up 
initiatives, some of which are being supported by donor funding, many of which support the pastoral production 
system to be more resilient and to enter the formal market economy. However, these initiatives are nascent and 
of a small and micro scale, with a few exceptions.  

Women are (even more) marginalised from land and large assets such as cattle in ASALs, despite the 2010 
Constitution awarding women equal rights to property and assets. The failures of ASAL production systems often 
affect women more than men. For example, there is evidence that when men move to areas with employment 
opportunities, women are left behind to care for the assets, but with no decision-making power. Women, however, 
own smaller livestock such as goats and poultry and have access to the market opportunities supplied through milk 
and horticultural production.  
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There are important players in the ASALs that could play a significant role in the support, development and 
expansion of existing pastoral value chains. These include the commercially owned ranches, some of which have 
already started engaging with pastoralists. It also includes conservation organizations such as Conservation 
International and the Northern Rangelands Trust (NRT). They are supporting investments and programs that include 
the production of fodder and diversification into the wildlife tourism economy through the creation of 
conservancies on community owned land. Funders such as USAID funded ACDI VOCA have programs that support 
start-ups by assisting with infrastructure and buildings. Some counties are initiating support programs for pastoral 
production systems which are in their early stages but have potential.  

There are support services being rolled out into the ASALs that can support pastoral production systems. These 
include livestock insurance products and veterinary and breeding services.  

WHAT IT MEANS FOR AGRIFI SCOPING 

AgriFI may consider the following points to identify and capture opportunities: 

• There are large commercially run ranches which produce high-quality beef and serve as popular luxury 
tourism lodges. They provide various levels of support to pastoralists, and most offer a market where the 
ranch buys cattle then fattens and slaughters or sells them. Some are spearheading new development 
initiatives, opening up grazing land for pastoralists and providing improved genetic stocks and veterinary 
health services. 

• Conservancies are another potential hub around which support to pastoral productions systems can be 
organised. As conservation is their primary aim and overgrazing is causing degradation of the land, some 
are working on programmes that embed conservation within a market-based approach to development.  

• There are agencies/enterprises providing support services for improved livestock health, nutrition and 
disease in ASAL regions. These have strong potential for positive impacts on the livelihoods of pastoralists 
at the point of sale. AgriFI could work to develop partnerships at stages in the value chain where this 
support would be beneficial to SMEs and pastoralists in ASALs. 

• Initiatives that involve the production of fodder for livestock have proven to be successful and are growing. 
AgriFI can consider supporting such initiatives.    

• SMEs operating in ASALs may be registered away from their main ASAL impacts (e.g. based in Nairobi or 
other business centres). This is a reflection of population and infrastructure issues in ASAL areas, and may 
be necessary for effective impacts in remote communities linking with them.  

• There are some donors funded initiatives that support start-ups in the ASALs, absorbing the risk by 
providing buildings and/or infrastructure/equipment. Forming partnerships with these initiatives could be 
a win-win for AgriFI and SMEs.  

• There are SMEs (both small and micro) that are linked to pastoral production systems such as the 
production and processing of camel milk which has a market both locally and in urban centres, particularly 
Nairobi. Adherence to standards (i.e. KEBS) is variable, particularly in the local market and even to less 
formal markets in urban areas. Support to this sector could be catalytic as both local markets and foreign 
markets are underserved by high quality camel milk.  

• There are nascent SMEs that link to important pastoral systems for women such as sheep and goats milk 
products. Given the explicit need to improve the gender balance in ASAL market production, these 
initiatives are worthy of support, but VC development is still in its early stages.  

• In some ASAL counties that have areas of higher rainfall, there are SMEs that produce crops found in the 
non-ASAL areas. For instance, potatoes grow well in the cold wet climes of parts of Laikipia. For an improved 
geographical distribution of projects in ASAL, these could be considered. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. AGRIFI 

The AgriFI Kenya Challenge Fund (AgriFI) is a EUR 24 million five-year agribusiness support programme which aims 
to support productive, adapted, and market integrated smallholder agriculture. The overall objective of the 
programme is to improve the capacity of 100,000 smallholder farmers (SHF) / pastoralists to practise 
environmentally sustainable and climate-smart agriculture as a business within inclusive value chains (VC). Through 
the challenge fund, AgriFI seeks to work directly with at least 50 small and medium sized enterprises (SME) 
operating in Kenya and working with SHFs through inclusive business models, to grow their revenues by at least 
25% through match-funded support.  

A research phase was developed in order to provide a more nuanced understanding of some issues that have arisen 
during the implementation of AgriFI.  This paper focuses on SME analysis in arid and semi-arid lands (ASALs) and 
the efforts to promote equitable access and exposure of the challenge fund. Call 1 resulted in relatively few concept 
note submissions from SMEs operating in ASALs. An evidence base is needed to: i) understand why so few 
applications were submitted from ASAL regions; and ii) help target future activities, both in terms of identifying 
existing SMEs, and in developing criteria and measures that are inclusive, taking into account specific challenges 
facing ASALs.  
 
This paper draws on literature that has been published by experts on ASALs and pastoralism in Kenya and East 
Africa. The existing evidence base was supported by two short visits to ASALs, one to the Mara country during the 
deep dive process of AgriFI program development and the second to Laikipia and Isiolo County. The evidence was 
further supported by interviews with key stakeholders and organisations that are involved with livestock linked 
SMEs and NGOs in ASALs. As the literature is vast and the issue complex, this is intended only as a short brief to 
answer the relevant questions that AgriFI poses.  
 

1.2. ASALS 

ASALs make up 88% of Kenya’s landmass and accommodate 36% of its people1. The defining characteristic of the 
ASALs is their aridity, with rainfall averages between 150-550mm in arid areas and 550-850 in semi-arid areas. 
Generally, temperatures are high with a few exceptions around mountainous areas. According to the Kenyan 
government’s official map of ASALs (Figure 1), there are 31 ASAL counties, of which 8 are arid (85-100% aridity), 13 
are semi-arid (30-84% aridity) and 8 are semi-arid (10-29% aridity)2. There is variable aridity both within and 
between counties, with some counties having areas with good rainfall as well as poor rainfall. All of the Northern 
counties are arid, stretching into the South East and North West of Kenya. The central and far west counties are 
non-ASAL with only the coastal Lamu county on the East falling outside the ASAL definition.  

 
1 http://prise.odi.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Low-Res_Kenya-CSA.pdf. Kenya Country Situation Assessment. Prise 2 
2 There is some variation in definitions across different research papers. 

http://prise.odi.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Low-Res_Kenya-CSA.pdf
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Food security is a major challenge in ASALs as a 
result of livelihood patterns affected by 
insecure land tenure and poor land use 
management. This is exacerbated by increasing 
levels of drought due to the changing climate. 
Although drought is a feature of ASALs, 
significant changes in rainfall have resulted in 
more frequent and severe droughts and 
unpredictable rainfall patterns. Kenya is very 
vulnerable to climate change with temperature 
increases expected to be as high as 2.5° by 
20503, increasing drought and presenting major 
challenges for food security in the north and 
east.  

A report (Relief Web, 20194) states that the 
current drought is still taking hold in ASALs, with 
reduced short rains negatively affecting fodder 
production and pastoralism. As a result, a more 
sedentary lifestyle is taking hold in order to 
secure food production and ease of access to 
social services and food aid offered in urban 
areas. In March 2019, the government of 

Turkana, Wajir, Mandera and Marsabit started 
general food distribution to affected 
communities. Some pastoralists are unwilling to 

reduce cattle numbers and have been losing cattle in large numbers. While this may seem illogical within a solely 
market driven context, analysis of pastoral production systems later on in this paper frames the context differently.  

There are some clear distinctions to be made between arid areas and semi-arid areas. The arid areas in the north 
and west of Kenya, and a few of the semi-arid areas, have the lowest human development indices in Kenya with 
very low population density and poor service delivery. The ODI (2016) consider that improvement in road 
infrastructure is critical to reducing marginalisation and will assist in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG)5. Agenda 2030’s theme is “leaving no one behind”, indicating a focus on reducing isolation. The vision 
anticipates that improved infrastructure will assist the most marginalised counties to access educational facilities 
and health services, and will facilitate supply chains logistics.  

 The Kenyan government is taking the challenge of meeting the SDGs very seriously6 and its Vision 2030 document 
states that “by 2030, it will become impossible to refer to any region of our country as remote”7. A number of 
infrastructure projects have been planned and are being implemented, including the LAPSSET Corridor Program, an 
East African infrastructure project which will link southern, western and northern ASALs to borders with South 
Sudan and Ethiopia. Improved road, rail and air links, as well as improved ports, oil pipelines and resort cities will 
link remote areas of Kenya to the central hubs8. There is provision in Kenya’s 2010 Constitution for an Equalization 

 
3 file:///Users/anniesurgue/Downloads/Kenya.pdf 
4 https://reliefweb.int/report/kenya/brief-current-drought-and-food-security-situation-asal-counties-march-2019 
5 https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/11225.pdf. Leaving no one behind in the roads sector. An SDG stock-take 
in Kenya. December 2016. 
6 National Policy for the Sustainable Development of Arid and Semi-Arid Lands ‘Unlocking Our Full Potential for the Realization of the Kenya 
Vision 2030 ’ . Kenya Ministry of Devolution and ASAL Areas. August 2017 
7 https://vision2030.go.ke/ 
8 http://www.lapsset.go.ke/ 

Figure 1: The ASAL & non-ASAL Counties of Kenya 

(Source: http://www.devolutionaasals.go.ke/county-information/) 

file:///C:/Users/anniesurgue/Downloads/Kenya.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/report/kenya/brief-current-drought-and-food-security-situation-asal-counties-march-2019
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/11225.pdf
https://vision2030.go.ke/
http://www.lapsset.go.ke/
http://www.devolutionaasals.go.ke/county-information/
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Fund to narrow the gap between people in marginalized areas and the rest of the population in order to redress 
the inequalities resulting from past policies. The fund was to receive 0.5% of all revenue collected each year by 
government. Originally 14 marginalised counties were identified through survey that measured services, 
infrastructure, food security and poverty, with Turkana county in the far north identified as the most marginalised 
county. The number of counties was reviewed in the second policy process and rose to 34 in 2018, with 12.4b Ksh 
allocated through the Equalisation Fund to be shared between them. The fund is intended to address service 
delivery which includes health, water, infrastructure, energy and education.  

 

1.3. SEMI-ARID REGIONS 

The focus of this paper is on more arid (or very arid) areas, that is, where water, climate, soil and lower population 
density have had a significant impact on the feasibility of agricultural activity. For the purposes of clarity, it is worth 
briefly drawing out some key differences between the characteristics of semi-arid and very arid areas. 
 

1.3.1. VERY ARID AREAS 

It is important to recognise and support agri-enterprises in very arid areas, not least because they are more limited 
in number than in other areas and each individual SME therefore likely has a more important role in supporting 
food security, nutrition and / or employment opportunities. On the other hand, for the same reason there may be 
fewer viable opportunities to fund compliant SMEs operating at scale, and they may have lower impact in terms of 
grant-to-beneficiary ratio. Examples (potato, tomato, some pulses, legumes and grains) remain less common than 
pastoralist activity. Pastoralism might glean higher economic value using a larger area of land – rights over this land 
use can become a source of, or contributor to, conflict.  
 
Food insecurity and erratic rainfall can cause high incidences of poverty but also higher vulnerability in the event of 
flooding and drought. These do not fit clean county or regional lines, and some counties may have large areas of 
very arid land, with smaller regions experiencing climactic conditions more conducive to agriculture. One area 
where a notable difference was observed was between the uplands of Meru, where an abundance of different 
agriculture was being practised, while only 20-30km away in the plains below the mountain, more pastoralist 
activity is the norm. The semi-arid regions differ from these, in that while they will face significant water, climate 
and soil variation and impacts, they are able to take part in widespread / blanket coverage agriculture and tree 
crops.  
 

1.3.2. VIABLE AGRICULTURE IN SEMI-ARID AREAS  

This is the case in the coastal region around Mombasa (Kilifi and Kwale Counties). SMEs during the 2018 
consultation phase and subsequent applicants grew, inter alia, the following crops in Semi-Arid regions: 
 

• Chillies 

• Paprika 

• Mango  

• Avocado 

• Coconut 

• Moringa 

• Macadamia 

• Cashew

While some of these have characteristics reflecting drought-tolerance and grow in areas where other crops would 
not flourish, others reflect large volumes of available product (coconuts, moringa, moringa) and relatively good 
conditions for competitive agriculture, in a manner similar to other areas in Kenya. 
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Population is also a factor, both in cause and effect, for developing agricultural systems and SME growth. The 
coastal region around Mombasa comprises at least 2.5m people (Mombasa, Kilifi County, Kwale County), with the 
resulting concentration of transport / logistics, power, training, packaging and services that are conducive to SME 
growth, while in regions with a lower population density and large distances separating urban centres, this is harder 
to find. 

 

1.3.3. POPULATIONS BY SELECTED COUNTY (2009 CENSUS – LIKELY TO BE LARGELY UNDERESTIMATED)9 

Total Southern Coast (within day’s road travel of Mombasa)10 

County Population People / km2 

Kwale County 649,931 79/km2 

Mombasa County 939,370 4292/km2 

Kilifi County 1109,735 88/km2 

Total South East Coast Over 2.5m  

Counties with large arid areas 

County Population People / km2 

Garissa County 623,060 14/km2 

Marsabit County 291,166 4/km2 

Turkana County 855,399 13/km2 

The degree to which a) SME services can be clustered and provided, and b) infrastructure is developed, are expected 
to be significant drivers alongside agricultural volumes. Populations have tended to increase across all counties, so 
despite outward migration to cities, there has been in-migration into the semi-arid areas as land is being contested 
elsewhere and there is net population growth in arid areas.  

 
 

  

 

9 https://www.knbs.or.ke/download/marsabit-county/ 
10 http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTAFRICA/Resources/257994-35471959878/Kenya_County_Fact_Sheets_Dec2011.pdf 

https://www.knbs.or.ke/download/marsabit-county/
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTAFRICA/Resources/257994-35471959878/Kenya_County_Fact_Sheets_Dec2011.pdf
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2. THE SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT OF ASALS 

2.1. POLITICAL AND SOCIAL CONFLICT IN ASALS 

The Kenyan border with Somalia is an area of conflict which affects passage from Isiolo across Kenya to the border 
and development in between. This impact on transit operations is largely attributed to armed groups. Kenya’s 
northern border with South Sudan is also an area of conflict. A 2012 report stated that there were over 600,000 
small arms in use in Kenya, most being automatic weapons. Areas with the most political-related violence also have 
more individuals with access to weapons and there is more use of explosive devices.  

These are relevant inhibiting factors for development initiatives in the northern and north-eastern ASAL counties 
of Kenya. However, cattle rustling as a result of pressure on water and pastoral land has long been a source of 
conflict in the region, and climate change is seen increasingly as a driver, though this view is contested.11 Community 
identities are also a cause of lower level conflict and are found on the Samburu-Isiolo, Narok-Kisili, Kericho-Kisumu, 
Kericho-Kisili, Kajiaso-Limuru border and the Tana River, Mount Elgon areas. These centre around land occupation 
and ownership. Conflict is not restricted to ASAL, but is more intense in ASAL, for the reasons given12. The most 
recent drought saw herders driving their cattle onto farms in the Laikipia country and even resulted in fatalities 
amongst commercial farmers13.  
 

2.2. ASAL POLICIES 

 ASALs have been neglected through former government policy and resource allocations which favoured areas with 
an abundance of natural resources, including rainfall. According to Kenyan policy, the statement above guided the 
government on how to allocate its resources, leading to serious neglect of the ASALs. In hindsight this could be seen 
as a missed opportunity for more balanced economic growth: ASALs stock 70% of Kenya’s livestock and 90% of its 
wildlife. They have forests (in the wet misty areas surrounding mountains), wetlands, minerals and are rich in 
cultural diversity; none of these opportunities have been adequately explored. The area is vast and even though at 
least a third of all Kenyans live in ASALs, population density is on average lower than it is in Kenya’s southern areas. 
For instance, in parts of Turkana and Marsabit the density is just 1-2 people/km2 with an average of 12-13 
people/km2, but this is changing with in-migration in semi-arid lands due to pressure on the better agricultural land 
in non-ASAL counties. Current ASAL policy seeks to address the imbalances between ASAL and non-ASAL counties14.  

In 2010 Kenya adopted a new Constitution which recognized the inequalities of the past, with particular reference 
to ASAL regions. In 2012, the government noted that to achieve sustained growth and progress, and meet its 

 
11 https://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2018/apr/climate-change-not-key-driver-human-conflict-and-displacement-east-africa 
12 http://www.transconflict.com/gcct/gcct-members/africa/eastern-africa/kenya/conflict-in-kenya/ 
13 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/19/kenya-range-war-reopens-colonial-wounds 
14 National Policy for the Sustainable Development of Arid and Semi-Arid Lands ‘Unlocking Our Full Potential for the Realization of the 
Kenya Vision 2030. Kenya Ministry of Devolution and ASAL Areas. August 2017. 

 “One of our problems is to decide how much priority we should give in investing in less developed provinces. 
To make the economy as a whole grow as fast as possible, development money should be invested where it 

will yield the largest increase in net output. This approach will clearly favour the development of areas having 
abundant natural resources, good land and rainfall, transport and power facilities, and people receptive to and 

active in development” 

(Sessional Paper No.10 on African Socialism) 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2018/apr/climate-change-not-key-driver-human-conflict-and-displacement-east-africa
http://www.transconflict.com/gcct/gcct-members/africa/eastern-africa/kenya/conflict-in-kenya/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/19/kenya-range-war-reopens-colonial-wounds
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international commitments to the SDGs, it would need to balance its efforts towards the neglected ASALs. The 
Kenyan ASAL policy paper (2017) has a focus on pastoralism and recognises that the pastoral way of life and its 
importance to Kenya’s economy has been undervalued. Section 2.3 of this paper explores the value of the pastoral 
way of life in more detail, alongside the motivation to promote and support pastoralism through policy. ASAL policy 
seeks to integrate the arid regions in the north with the rest of the country while recognizing the specific ecological, 
social and political realities in the ASALs that distinguish them from the rest of Kenya. These opportunities can be 
summarized as follows: 

Opportunities: 

• Social and cultural networks (including women’s networks) provide social support in times of need, and are 
critical for peace. 

• Youth represent 50% of the population and have the energy to implement change in ASALs. 

• The northern ASAL counties are a bridge to over 100 million people (in Somalia, Ethiopia and South Sudan) 
and opportunities for cross border trade. 

• Despite being arid, the ASAL counties have major rivers whose resources are not being utilised. 

• Agro-pastoralism and other farming is practiced in the less arid counties and irrigated farming is successful 
where practiced. 23.2 million animals contribute 45% to the agricultural GDP (10% of Kenya’s GDP), and 
other natural resources are abundant.  

• Some abundant natural resources such as solar and wind have not yet been harnessed.  

• There is potential to open and / or expand new and up-coming markets such as wildlife and bioeconomy, 
forestry, fisheries and farming, bee-keeping, and sand, stone and gravel mining.  

• Oil and gas have been discovered in Turkana and Lamu.  

However, the challenges are equally significant, including: 

• Drought has been part of the life of people in ASAL for centuries, but the drought periods occur more 
frequently and are more severe. Pastoralists find it harder to mitigate the risk due to their limited mobility 
and the closing off by land owners of areas used in the past for emergency grazing. Land degradation is 
aggravated by drought and pressure on land.  

• The human development indices in ASALs as compared to other counties are very poor with early 
marriages, poor use of contraceptives, high infant and child mortality, acute malnutrition, low 
immunization rates, poor sanitation and weak access to potable drinking water resources all being major 
issues. A significant portion of 6-17 year olds have never been to school and there is a major gender gap in 
education for girls. In some places people live 10Km from the closest road and can travel up to an hour to 
reach water sources during the dry season.  

• Economic growth is severely hindered by the lack of roads. 

• Low soil fertility as well as the lack of water hinders both subsistence and commercial agriculture. 

• The livestock market is chronically underserved in ASALs. There are a myriad of issues beyond the social 
and cultural nature of pastoralism such as: i) it is mostly informal; ii) there is little value addition; iii) there 
are few local market outlets as a result of the weak market linkages; iv) market opportunities are too far 
away to make economic sense (high logistical costs); v) producer prices are low; vi) prevalence of disease; 
vi) lack of extension services; vii) prohibition of movement of live animals at night; viii) lack of infrastructure 
such as feedlots and slaughter houses; ix) lack of operating capital for livestock traders; x)supply issues; xi) 
breeding quality and meat quality.  

• SME and enterprise development is frustrated by many of the same issues that beset the livestock sector, 
including low skills development, access to finance, remoteness and market access by distance, road 
infrastructure and weak logistics, low purchasing power in the local market and undeveloped value chains.  
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2.3. TRADITIONAL PASTORAL SYSTEMS 

2.3.1. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PASTORALIST SECTOR 

In 2011, IGAD (Intergovernmental Authority on Development) published a working paper that represented an 
important step towards understanding the contribution that livestock makes to the Kenyan economy15. In this 
paper, the authors point out that the Kenyan National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS) uses a commodity flow approach 
to estimating GDP and that calculation of the value of marketed agricultural production is based on the recorded 
value, quantities and prices of officially marketed agricultural commodities. The authors developed a methodology 
to look at Direct Use Benefits of Livestock. They used 200916 census figures that included data from households on 
how many animals they kept to more accurately determine the value of the output from livestock production based 
on prevailing producer prices. Based on this analysis, the authors provide a significantly higher estimate of the 
contribution of ruminant livestock to agricultural GDP (150%).  

This has changed the estimate of livestock product output as well as the availability of livestock-derived food 
products in Kenya. The report also shows that milk is by far Kenya’s most economically important livestock product, 
comprising about 70% of total livestock output, whereas the recorded values show milk production to be 1/20th of 
the IGAD report’s estimates. At the time of the 2009 census Kenya was a net-importer of livestock, with an 
estimated 22% of Kenya’s beef imported on the hoof. This does not appear to have changed significantly. The report 
states that 80% of all beef consumed in Kenya is produced by pastoralists, either domestically or in neighbouring 
countries.  

Unless there is a clear understanding of pastoral and agro-pastoral production systems and their contribution to 
livelihoods, risk mitigation and GDP will be underestimated, and the figures above will not make much sense. In 
this short research piece, pastoralists are considered as a whole, but when reading it should be taken into account 
that each pastoral system in Kenya has a different trajectory. They relate to varying degrees of market access and 
resources, as well as to different ecological and socio-cultural systems, and the context of diverse political 
economies.  

Much of the cattle production in Kenya is in rural areas, the vast majority in ASAL counties. The keeping of livestock 
provides many benefits; it is a way of providing credit (pastoralists’ cattle are often referred to as their “bank”), 
insurance against risks, and a way of sharing risk and supporting members of the community in a collective manner. 
Cattle owners can cash in on their livestock when they need money, avoiding having to borrow. It is possible to 
value livestock in ways that were not recorded or recognised previously, including the positive opportunity costs of 
avoiding high interest rates. Cattle are generally owned by men due to cultural norms. However, women can own 
goats, and this gives them similar benefits to owning cattle but on a smaller scale. It can increase resilience, with 
more of the household budget used for food security, which is culturally the prevail of the women in the household.  

FAO estimate that the livestock sector “accounts for 13.4% of agricultural value added, or USD 3.1 billion”17. These 
figures factor in milk and meat output from all livestock big and small, as well as egg production and the contribution 
from fertilizer. 

 

 

 

 
15 The Contribution of Livestock to the Kenyan Economy. IGAD LPI working Paperp no. 03-11, 2011. Behnke, R & Muthami, D.  
16 This was the most recent census carried out in Kenya.  
17 http://www.fao.org/3/a-i7348e.pdf 

http://www.fao.org/3/a-i7348e.pdf
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DIRECT USE BENEFITS OF LIVESTOCK 
Direct use values refer to livestock outputs in the form of goods and services, both marketed and for non-
commercial or subsistence use. The concept of direct use was originally developed by economists 
attempting to quantify the economic benefits derived from the natural environment and was first applied 
to livestock in 2006. Direct use values include but are broader than conventional definitions of 
agricultural GDP which expresses in monetary terms the value of goods that livestock produce. These 
include live animals for slaughter, dairy products, manure, fibers, hides and skins. If enough of these 
products are traded it is possible to establish a trader price and they can be included in agricultural GDP, 
but it is difficult to make accurate estimates of the volumes. Even if accurate estimates are made, many 
contributions that livestock make are left out of GDP calculations such as the financial services (credit, 
insurance, savings) and the contribution from animal power (except transport). The concept of direct use 
value pulls together under one heading all the economic benefits derived from livestock, both goods and 
services, marketed or for subsistence, both in agriculture and other sectors. It also includes a broad range 
of livelihood benefits that livestock owners depend upon in practice but which cannot practically be 
accounted for. Using this approach makes sense of the rationale of pastoralists, in particular, retaining 
their cattle in large herds rather than engaging in formal market driven production systems.  

Adapted from The Contribution of Livestock to the Kenyan Economy (IGAD, 2011) 

 
Research completed in 201318 estimates that the output from pastoral livestock to the agricultural and forestry 
sector is 45% of agricultural GDP. This is a significant proportion of the sector and of the wider economy considering 
that agriculture itself represents 26% of Kenya’s GDP19. The research was driven by an obligation to measure both 
non-marketed goods and local, informal trade as well as formally traded goods and services. Estimates are that less 
than a third of the value of bovine offtake and a 20th of the value of national milk production is recorded in official 
statistics. The 2009 census reported that there were 17.2 million cattle, nearly 28 million goats, 17million sheep, 
3million camels, 31million chickens20 and 350 thousand pigs, suggesting that the ASALs are teeming with domestic 
animals21.  

While livestock owned by pastoralists is (generally) not commercially marketed, it plays a critical role as credit stock 
(an asset), which can be cashed in when needed, avoiding the need to take loans and effectively providing a cushion 
against risk. The collective nature of the pastoral system is also underestimated, where members of the same 
pastoral community look out for each other; livestock facilitates this custom. Livestock has many uses, including 
transport, carrying loads, pulling farming equipment (ploughs) and providing important subsistence foodstuffs and 
products such as milk, eggs, meat, leather and so on.  

Understanding the value that livestock has in the lives of pastoralists gives context to appreciate why there is often 
reluctance to transform their practices towards commercialization. It may also be a counter-productive policy to 
aggressively push a commercial approach without alternative support systems for communities that, without the 
traditional production system, may become even more vulnerable.  

 

 
18 Roy Behnke and David Muthami, 2013: ‘The Contribution of Livestock to the Kenyan Economy’, FAO & IGAD 
19 http://www.fao.org/kenya/fao-in-kenya/kenya-at-a-glance/en/ 
20 http://www.fao.org/3/a-i7348e.pdf 
21 The most recent census was in 2009 when households were asked to give the number of livestock they owned.  

http://www.fao.org/kenya/fao-in-kenya/kenya-at-a-glance/en/
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i7348e.pdf
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PASTORALISM IN KENYA 
Pastoralists in Kenya are found in all arid counties and in some semi-arid counties. Pastoralism is 
the extensive production of livestock in rangeland environments. It takes many forms, but the 
defining features are livestock mobility and the communal management of natural resources. These 
are regulated by traditional governance systems within pastoral societies. The primary policy 
challenge is how to protect the mobility and, in line with the constitution, support the customary 
institutions which underpin pastoralism in a society which is otherwise sedentary and tending 
towards more individualized modes of organization and production. Some of the poorest people in 
the region are those who are no longer engaged in the pastoral economy and rely on wage labour 
or petty trade which suggests that pastoral production systems increase resilience. Most 
communities have social protection systems for the vulnerable, although these are coming under 
great pressure.  

Extract from The Contribution of Livestock to the Kenyan Economy (IGAD, 2011) 
 
In the 1960s the colonial government wanted to improve pastoral livelihoods and sought to modernise livestock 
husbandry, inducing pastoralists to settle in one place. Group ranches were defined as a livestock production 
system where a group of people jointly hold land and title, maintain agreed herd sizes, owning the livestock 
individually but herding them together. This method was agreed to by pastoralists as a result of concerns over the 
loss of land as it was a way to guarantee ownership of communal land. It was continued by the Kenya government 
through the Land Adjudicated Act of June 1968. As many of these schemes did not give the expected results it 
caused conflicts between community members who wanted to continue with open grazing methods. Many group 
ranches, over time, opted to subdivide the ranches into equal shares. This of course meant that the land in some 
cases was too small to sustain traditional pastoral herds and the communities shifted to other practices or sold the 
land. Group ranches are no longer a practice of the Kenyan government as the 2010 Constitution guarantees 
communal owners’ rights over land. However, those that remain are mostly governed by the elders who regulate 
access to pastures. Borders are not enforced meaning that members can move on and off the land and the intention 
to sedenterise pastoralists has not been realised. In Samburu county, sale of sub-divided land is small but in the 
Maasai dominated areas of the south western Kenya, the group ranches have largely opted to sub-divide and sales 
have been higher22.  

 

2.4. CAN ASAL AREAS BE SUSTAINABLY DEVELOPED? 

Recent thinking on ASALs has converged around the approach of assisting people living and working in these areas 
to make existing livelihood strategies more resilient while at the same time enabling communities to optimise 
opportunities that already exist and are being developed. It is believed that this dual strategy will help those living 
in ASALs to manage the risks to their livelihoods. This should, of course, be accompanied by the delivery of basic 
services that will address the human development indices and improve quality of life23.  

A key consideration that emerges from the literature is the recognition that pastoralism is an economically viable 
and rational livelihood strategy that is critical to stability within ASALs. However, it must also be recognized that 
for a number of reasons, fewer people are likely to continue with this way of life and hence strategies need to 
consider how to deal with the continued flux of people to urban centres. Plans to pursue economic opportunities 

 
22 The Transformation of Property Rights in Kenya’s Maasiland: Triggers and Motivation. CGIAR. CAPRi Working Paper no 35 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/d352/e622527927c2e787b16193e92c93dcbe4942.pdf 
23 Birch, I. Economic Growth in the Arid and Semi-arid Lands of Kenya. K4D Help Desk, DFID. November 2018 

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/d352/e622527927c2e787b16193e92c93dcbe4942.pdf
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within ASALs should consider these key issues so that livelihoods are protected, with diversification complementing 
rather than competing with pastoralism24.  

There is evidence that the distribution of livestock wealth is becoming increasingly unequal. It is estimated that 77% 
of pastoralists and 58% of agro-pastoralists in Africa will prove unable, by 2030, to accumulate the number of 
animals needed to subsist25. The same paper also warns against government policies that try to force pastoralists 
to sedenterise before they are ready to do so, arguing that it will likely exacerbate poverty. This was the colonial 
government policy in the past, and in some counties group ranches established in the 1960s in an attempt to 
sedenterise pastoralists still exist, with some of the conflicts today stemming from that practise26. The same 
strategy forced grazing schemes on some tribes, which were bitterly opposed by the tribal leaders and thankfully 
abandoned in 1961 after causing degradation of land.  

Learning from past mistakes, strategies need to take account of the multitude of factors that contribute to resilience 
and slowly build on emerging initiatives. For this reason, strategies should both build resilience within pastoral 
communities as well as identifying and supporting alternatives that do not compete with it. An important 
consideration in this discourse are the significant gender inequalities that exist in ASAL communities, both within 
and outside of pastoral communities. These are exacerbated by the increasing tendency of men to leave pastoral 
areas and seek employment in urban centres, leaving women behind. Women are expected to continue looking 
after herds but do not gain ownership and are left to deal with issues such as drought and low crop yields. An 
inclusive approach is needed; value chain development should not be limited to those that are culturally and socially 
dominated by men. 

Lind et al.27 developed a model based on the context of pastoral lands where fragmentation and sedenterisation is 
taking place at the same time as small town growth, commercialisation and infrastructure development. These 
developments are changing access to supply (herds) and markets and hence having an impact on livelihood choices 
and strategies. In this model, pastoralists in areas with good access to natural resources and markets are “moving 
up” as they can maintain and sell livestock and its products (milk). A result of this is growth in activities along the 
value chain such as abattoirs, feedlots and so on. Those who are “hanging-in” have access to natural resources 
(rangeland and water) but don’t have a high level of access to markets. These people continue with the customary 
practice of pastoralism with high mobility, social ties and trade and take opportunities to use key resources patches 
within the landscape where they can. Groups that “drop out” do so because the herd is no longer viable, the natural 
resources are too small, land too fragmented and hence the financial and livelihood benefits no longer accrue 
sufficiently to survive. Some pastoralists are more actively “moving out” to access economic activities not linked 
directly to pastoralism but with a good return. This can include value-addition and diversification activities, but is 
limited to those that can take advantage of opportunities e.g. those better connected to urban centres. This could 
be where young people flourish as they are more likely to accept a change in the way they live and have the energy 
to work in a competitive environment into which many are forced as a result of need. 

 
 
 
 

 
24 Little, P.D (2013). Reflections on the future of pastoralism in the horn of Africa. In: Catley, Lind & Scoones (eds). Pastoralism and 
development in Africa: Dynamic change at the margin. London and New York: Routledge.  
25 De Haan et all. Livestock production systems: seizing the opportunities for pastoralists and agro-pastoralists. 
https://doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-0817-3_ch5.  
26 Lesorogol, C. Factors that threaten or sustain the commons: An example from the Samburu of Northern Kenya. Presented at IASC 
conference Utrecht, Netherlands. July 2017. 
https://dlc.dlib.indiana.edu/dlc/bitstream/handle/10535/10385/13M_Lesorogol.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y 
27 Lind, J., Sabates-Wheeler, R., Kohnstamm, S., Changes in the drylands of Eastern Africa: a review of evidence and data and their 
implications for efforts to strengthening resilience. March 2016. Institute for Development Studies, University of Sussex.  

https://doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-0817-3_ch5
https://dlc.dlib.indiana.edu/dlc/bitstream/handle/10535/10385/13M_Lesorogol.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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 Good resource access  

 Moving up: 
Commercialisation 
Trade 
High return alternative 

Hanging in: 
Traditional mobile 
pastoralism 
Small scale agro-pastoralism 

 

Moving out: 
Access to economic activities 
not linked to pastoralism 

Dropping out: 
Exit and low return 
alternatives 

 Poor resource access  

Figure 2: Pastoral Systems in Flux (Reproduced from Lind et al 2016) 

The driest regions in ASALs are mostly in the “hanging in” box, as they are far from markets, there is little local 
market, and they receive poor unit prices when they do sell. Land constraints in semi-arid areas also affect a high 
proportion of these people. However, pastoralists in semi-arid lands, particularly those that are close to markets, 
have more of an opportunity for “moving up” than those in arid areas. However, if infrastructure improves in arid 
areas then moving up becomes more feasible.  

This was evidenced during the short visit by the AgriFI team to Laikipia 
and Mara counties and is discussed in more detail later in the report. 
However, the same does not apply to arid counties where the market 
continues to be underdeveloped and distance to markets is 
prohibitive. The literature reports that pastoralists that drop out from 
the pastoral system and are based in counties with weak return 
opportunities are some of the poorest people in Kenya28. 
Unfortunately, this group of people is growing and is chronically 
vulnerable. However, the AgriFI team met SMEs in semi-arid counties 
where members of pastoral communities had “moved out” 
deliberately to start engaging in diversified economic activities that did 
not involve them continuing in pastoral activities (but were in some 
cases linked to pastoral activities).  

Women use goats as their “bank” and are understandably reluctant to 
sell them. Goats are less at risk from drought conditions but do 
themselves contribute to soil erosion and desertification in ASALs. It is 
for these reasons that those managing conservancies in ASALs are 
calling for better management of goats. 
 
 
 

 
 

  

 
28 Kenya ASAL Policy 2017 
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2.5. THE LIVESTOCK MARKET IN KENYA 

Many organisations, including the Government of Kenya, have been pushing to formalise the livestock market in 
the ASALs. The challenges to accessing formal markets are considerable for pastoralists, especially those in arid 
areas. However, some pastoralists in semi-arid areas are working more closely with ranches and conservancies 
which provide fattening services, slaughterhouses, and access to urban markets. The FAO prepared a summary of 
the most significant constraints to livestock marketing29, issues which also contribute to the reluctance of 
pastoralists to engage with the formal market: 

• A key bottleneck to the development and management of livestock markets is the focus on the construction 
of physical infrastructure without ensuring that management issues and long term sustainability of market 
centres is addressed.  

• Poor road conditions and access especially in the north of Kenya means that there are high transport costs 
to get the livestock to market. Animals are already in poor condition, especially in drought conditions, when 
loaded onto trucks and hence low prices are paid for the animals. Even if the price is very low, producers 
are forced to sell as the animals generally won’t make it back to the pastoral land. This is also compounded 
by laws that make it illegal to transport animals at night and it is generally not possible to get animals from 
northern counties to Nairobi without travelling at night due to the poor condition of roads.  

• Producers have uneven access to market information and hence have poor bargaining powers. It is common 
knowledge that the traders collude to bring prices down. 

 
In interviews with key stakeholders the AgriFI team was told of infrastructure development initiatives that sought 
to help formalise the cattle markets in arid regions. However, these were thought to have neglected complex 
logistical, cultural, socio-economic considerations. A single approach was used to introduce feedlots and 
slaughterhouses in remote areas, without sufficient regard for other issues that needed attention. These 
investments have largely been left abandoned and unused (interview reports).  
 
The team also heard anecdotal evidence from 
stakeholders in the livestock sector of cartels that run 
the livestock marketing sector, preventing the 
opening up of the market to other traders and keeping 
prices low. Some reported a widely held belief that 
this has hindered the growth of the market for both 
cattle and goats. The extent to which collaboration 
and organisation becomes more restrictive and a 
hindrance to growth rather than a productive 
platform is a complex discussion. However, the team 
saw evidence of small cooperatives producing 
chickens for the Nairobi market without hindrance 
from larger interests, so presumably this trend does 
not apply to the very small livestock sector. Ranches 
also appear to be outside this system.  
 

  

 
29 http://www.fao.org/tempref/AG/Reserved/DAD-Net/livestock_marketing.pdf 

 

Figure 4: Poultry - team research, May 2019 Figure 4: Poultry - team research, May 2019 

http://www.fao.org/tempref/AG/Reserved/DAD-Net/livestock_marketing.pdf
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3. SUPPORTING PASTORALIST PRODUCTION SYSTEMS THROUGH AGRIFI  

3.1. METHODOLOGY FOR SUPPORT 

There is agreement in the literature and among consultees that working on market system and SME programmes 
in areas where there are pastoralist production systems will be challenging. Enterprises in the middle range that 
meet AgriFI criteria in agriculture / livestock are few and far between. According to key informants, extensive 
scoping efforts in recent programmes have confirmed this, and the complexity of issues facing these already 
vulnerable populations should be noted.  A number of suggestions for programs have been highlighted in the 
literature30. Most centre around climate resilient pathways of adaption. As AgriFI is market-driven, these program 
suggestions are generally provided as supportive measures through the grant aspects of the programme. As AgriFI 
does not allow the grant portion to be accessed without proven market linkages and match funding, unless livestock 
assets are included in this there may be limited scope in this sector. Other sectors including agriculture and dairy 
are present in the ASALs but are limited in number.   

De Haan et al (2016) has drawn a useful distinction between priorities for pastoral and agro-pastoral systems which 
speak to how AgriFI could support interventions that are most likely to positively impact on ASAL production 
systems while continuing to support pastoral production systems. For agro-pastoral systems these interventions 
aim to increase production intensity so that the volumes of sales and commercialisation increases. Broadly these 
support a) improving animal health services; b) improving access to good quality feed; c) promoting sales of the 
young male herd members by fattening them up using improved rangeland grasses or using fodder; and d) 
introducing progressive taxation. As AgriFI does not work at the policy level interventions options a) to c) are 
appropriate. AgriFI learning and advocacy can go some way to addressing additional barriers. 

During the stakeholder engagement process for this assignment, the team learnt of some interventions that align 
within those proposed by De Haan and may also fit the AgriFI criteria. These are briefly explained in the section 
below. 

There are four possibilities for how to improve the balance of projects in AgriFI that address ASAL areas and are 
inclusive of pastoralists.  

1. Provide specific and additional support and give attention to SMEs whose proposals fit within the AgriFI 
criteria.  

2. Support SMEs whose activities include pastoralists and improve their resilience – this may imply higher 
risk of failure but is arguably justifiable in meeting AgriFI’s impact targets. 

3. Consider a limited and special provision for support to SMEs who turnover is lower than the AgriFI 
criteria but whose value chains favour pastoral communities, particularly where women are involved. 
(Women are often excluded from other livestock initiatives and yet have the potential to expand supply 
into underserved markets both in Kenya and abroad). 

4. Work with successful grantees who have non-geographic priorities to consider a focus into ASAL 
territories e.g. Those building on the recommendation from De Haan – feed, nutrition, animal health 
services etc. 

 

  

 
30 Njoka, J. Kenya: country situation assessment. January 2016. PRISE, CSDES and research for climate-resilient futures.  
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3.2. SMES AND INITIATIVES IN ASALS THAT SUPPORT THE BROAD OBJECTIVES OF AGRIFI 

Given the significant variation in ASALs, neither a single nor a simple approach is advisable. However, as noted 
above it is possible to find SMEs that support livelihoods and are also aligned with AgriFI objectives.  
 

 
Figure 5: Mapping of Pastoral Market 

 
This section provides examples of SMEs that fit within the broader objectives of AgriFI but for various reasons are 
not likely to meet all the criteria.  

Local SMEs:  
These fall into two categories. Both have potential for positive gender impacts as they do not focus on cattle directly 
but on the other outputs such as milk, which are usually managed by women.  

1. Established SMEs that fit AgriFI criteria. One of the criteria would be that they link with pastoralist 
production systems (or smallholders). Camel milk processing and marketing is one such activity.  

2. Small / Start-up SMEs (that do not fit AgriFI criteria). These are similar to established SMEs but operating 
at a smaller scale and may have a different focus such as meeting international or organic standards. There 
are some growing and nascent value chains such as sheep’s milk and value-added products which are 
underdeveloped. 

Ranches: 
It is useful to distinguish between commercial ranches and group ranches for the purposes of AgriFI. 

Commercial ranches with operations spanning very large tracts of land are owned by a mix of people, some by 
indigenous Kenyans, some by Kenyans of European descent, and others wholly or partially owned by people from 
outside Kenya (which generally supply high quality beef into the market). Some of the ranches are working with 
pastoralists, purchasing cattle from them and fattening them for slaughter, then selling the meat into the market, 
though this is at a small scale at present. The ranch’s main economic activities are livestock / beef and wildlife 
tourism. They are, and are likely to become increasingly, important connectors between pastoralists and the 
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market. They differ from conservancies as they are commercially driven and do not provide pro bono or 
philanthropic support to pastoral communities. However, many also have their own reserve areas which they use 
for wildlife tourism. The meat side of the business of some ranches has smaller returns than their tourism activities. 
They may therefore fit AgriFI’s SME criteria if their services to pastoralists were significant enough. The possibility 
for expansion of these businesses is potentially significant if they can successfully manage relationships with 
pastoral communities and steer them into producing more, higher quality meat for market.  

Group ranches31 should not be confused with commercial ranches. They were established as early as the 1960s in 
order to sedenterise pastoralists. Most group ranches have either subdivided the land and secured titles as groups 
or sold tracts of land. Some have become conservancies and fit into the category below. In these conservancies, 
cattle and other animals live side by side and pastoral groups sell their cattle into the market when needed. In 
Samburu and some other areas pastoralists largely still adhere to nomadic practices, so even though boundaries 
exist they are not strictly adhered to.  

Conservancies:  
These exist all over the ASALs and are expanding in part due to the initiatives of conservation organisations which 
are assisting pastoral communities to diversify their activities into wildlife tourism whilst maintaining their herds. 
The community jointly manages tourism activities, usually in partnership with commercial operators. In some cases, 
through training and capacity building, pastoralists are improving their herd management which in turn improves 
the rangelands. This may involve using methodologies such as holistic planned grazing or by more simple and direct 
methods of growing fodder on some of the land to tide them over during dry spells. Conservancies are separate 
from the categories below in that they have started the process of making their land more commercially active and 
are starting to engage with the concept of producing their own resources rather than relying on what nature brings. 
However, this work is still in its beginning phases and the section on the NRTT and the Savoury model below 
describes these methodologies in more detail.  
 
Pastoral production systems: 
Pastoral production systems provide significant informal markets within and between neighbouring pastoral 
communities. Generally, this vibrant inter community market goes unrecognised as the trade is not well 
documented, but the contribution to GDP is being recorded through innovative measures. This group is 
distinguished from what is taking place in conservancies as there is less direct intervention in this system and most 
efforts are paid to improve services such as household water, sanitation and access to education. These systems 
are highly vulnerable to land use changes and climate change and are rapidly changing. 
 

Support services: 
Though these exist in ASALs they are weaker than in non-ASAL areas. An example of a company providing support 
to pastoral farmers is Sidai, with provision of extension support, veterinary health and farm inputs. This is one area 
that can grow significantly in the ASAL areas if the process of improving cattle is taken on board – the Sidai 
commercial model, supported by public service obligation capacity, may be a workable way forward.  
 
Formal meat market: 
Operates within the pastoral sector but is generally not perceived to be benevolent to pastoralists; there are reports 
of price-fixing and collusion among traders. It is reported that some traders prevent others from entering the 
market and providing an improved service; this also exists in the goat market. There are more open opportunities 
in the chicken market, but the production in ASALs is low and the market is reasonably far away. A USAID funded 
program, KDLDP (Kenya Drylands Livestock Development Program) has been working on increasing price 
transparency in local markets as well as connecting livestock owners to markets in ASAL counties.  
 

 
31 Ref 20 
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3.3. LAIKIPIA 

The team visited Laikipia to explore initiatives taking place there that might have relevance to AgriFI. Whilst there, 
a visit was made to Meru and to Isiolo, urban centres around which commercial activity is taking place. It should be 
noted that Laikipia has a variable climate with Mount Kenya, the Aberdare mountains and the rift valley making it 
form part of a plateau. Some areas are in the shadow of the mountain, robbing it of rain, but making it cold and 
dry. Other parts benefit from the rainfall the mountain brings making them cold and wet. Neither of these climes 
are similar to most other semi-arid areas. It is also a county with a lot of ethnic diversity with Masai, Turkana, 
Kikuyu, Samburu, Somali Pokot and Tugen tribes as well as smaller groups of Kenyans of European descent, and 
other foreign nationals. It is commonly understood that the Pokot and Samburu tribes are driving the land invasions 
seen in 2017. While Laikipia has been selected as the example in this paper for a semi-arid county, other semi-arid 
counties also have notable differences (e.g. the Isiolo area is notable for its proximity to the relatively lush Meru 
region, and differences between the two were stark: the current infrastructure investment in Isiolo may help 
change this). Three applications to AgriFI’s Call 1 were received from ASALs, two of which were based in Laikipia, 
whist the other had a more general approach to serving the needs of the livestock sector across Kenya (Sidai).  

The Governor of Laikipia county is driving a transformation process to bring business thinking into Laikipia’s 
agricultural sector. He is supported in this endeavor through a World Bank financed project. Consultants carried 
out a feasibility study of the livestock value chain and the team included rangeland, market and financial experts. 
In the final analysis the consultants attributed the failure of the value chain to the lack of supply chain integration. 
They investigated all links across the value chain including veterinary, fodder and crop production, social, legal, land 
management, infrastructure and so on. They postulate that if there were innovative links between pastoralists, 
commercial and small-scale ranches, the sector could meet the demands of the high-end meat market in terms of 
quality, reliability, and volumes on a consistent basis. The Governor has established a Supply Chain Coordination 
Committee which will act as a Special Purpose Vehicle to drive the value chain linkages needed to succeed. One of 
the solutions being proposed is to intensify production on the commercial ranches. They have since expanded their 
mandate to include crops. Their initial focus will be on the top million cattle, providing access to high end markets 
in line with what the ranches are doing, but at a larger scale. The project hopes to secure World Bank funding 
directly into the county, not through the National government. However, the team has looked beyond Laikipia into 
neighboring counties. The project will specifically look at the following and is seeking funding to get started, but as 
yet has not implemented any of its proposals: 

• Goat value chain - goats are destructive and need to be managed but could grow into a lucrative market.  

• Introduce competitiveness into the cattle market. 

• Look at associated value chains such as fodder and feed. 

• Vaccination programs and disease management. 

• Introduce standards. 
 

3.3.1. COMMERCIAL LIVESTOCK RANCHES  

In Laikipia county there are 13 group ranches owned communally and none are more than 90,000 acres. There are 
also 22 commercially owned ranches, many of which are actually conservancies owned by Kenyans of European 
descent, or international conservancies (with Kenyan trustees. Some are owned by mixed race groups and / or 
indigenous Kenyans. Ol Pejeta is one of the best known commercial ranches, started during the colonial era by Lord 
Delaware. Its main economic activity is providing wildlife safari experiences for foreign visitors with luxury 
accommodation. It also houses the last two remaining northern white rhinos in the world. It has a herd of 6,000 
head and it slaughters about 40 head per week, 2000 head per year, in its own on-site slaughterhouse. The high 
quality beef is sought after by Nairobi’s top butchers and restaurants. It produces its own hay / fodder which is used 
for fattening and mitigation against drought risk. The beef enterprise turns over US$1 million, which is used for 



ENSURING EQUITABLE ACCESS AND EXPOSURE OF THE AGRIFI KENYA CHALLENGE FUND 
 

  

23 
 

conservation efforts. As a commercial entity, it therefore comfortably satisfies AgriFI eligibility criteria. The ranch 
buys animals from pastoralists for fattening, slaughter and sale alongside its own meat. It is working on an initiative 
with NRTT (Northern Rangers Trust - Trading) which has completed the proof of concept phase. NRTT supplied the 
resources to grow fodder on Ol Pejeta lands, which was used in feedlots. The meat was of a higher quality and can 
fetch more at market. Phase 2 will involve working with pastoral communities surrounding Ol Pejeta and assisting 
them to grow their own grass / hay through the provision of seeds, fencing and capacity building, hence supporting 
pastoral systems. Over time, younger and improved stock will be introduced. The intention is to teach pastoralists 
the benefits of good feeding over the lifetime of the animal and not simply at the end of its life. The program is 
called Direct to Market (DtM) and takes a market driven approach. The work is focusing on the younger members 
of pastoral communities as they are more open to development opportunities. The intention is not to disrupt the 
pastoral production system, but to work within it to improve its output when sales are necessary.  

Ol Pejeta is also developing disease free zones on its ranch, where animals can be quarantined for the necessary 
period prior to slaughter at the same time as being fattened. This will open access to overseas markets where prices 
are higher. This will be processed, chilled meat and most will be destined, at least initially, for the Eastern (Kenya) 
Muslim territories where chilled halal meat is in demand. There is a similar program planned for goats, and the 
anticipated offtake is 2000 goats per week out of Laikipia, also processed to halal standards.  

Other ranches are also working with pastoralists and this could be key to the development of the livestock market, 
across group ranches, on communal land, and on conservancies. The ranches and the associated private sector 
companies provide the hub from which the animals are marketed. Borana ranch, for instance, has extensive 
pastoral support programs. Though operating under particular land arrangements, these ranches behave as SMEs 
and their turnovers are often within the range set by AgriFI.  

 

3.3.2. CONSERVANCIES  

The AgriFI team visited the Mara during the deep dive and had the opportunity to visit the Mara Training Centre 
and Mara Beef. The centre is an SME, providing training to pastoralists or others working in extensive rangeland 
management systems. The methodology they apply is Holistic Planned Grazing (HPG) which has proven successful 
in dryland areas, increasing grass production. They operate in the 6,000 Ha Enonkishu Conservancy and are working 
with groups of Maasai pastoralists that own large tracts of land (mostly subdivided from group ranches) and who 
want to run cattle and wildlife on the same land which is open to the Maasai Mara Reserve. Many of these groups 
have established conservancies and are building lodges to host foreign guests wanting an authentic Kenya 
experience with the Masai along with their safari experience. The land and cattle were responding well to the HPG 
methodology and the introduction of a bull with improved genetic stock. However, the link to market was missing 
and whilst Mara Beef opened an abattoir, the running costs were too high given the market prices leading to the 
closure of the facility in 2018.  

NRT (Northern Rangelands Trust) is working with most of the conservancies in Kenya, assisting them to establish 
conservancies on group ranches and training the land owners (pastoralists) to develop operational wildlife 
conservation businesses that attract foreign tourists; it also has a strong peace process. It has established 30 
conservancies over 42,000 km2 with 18 different ethnic groups working with 71,000 people out of possible 350,000. 
NRTT, the trading wing, was established to incubate, pilot and grow sustainable businesses within the NRT 
conservancies. It is also supporting conservancies to develop partnerships with tourism operators and establish 
saving and credit cooperatives (SACCOs) to encourage new businesses. It has established a conservancy livelihoods 
fund that supports only its conservancies. NRTT promotes tourism so that the conservancy owners can reap benefits 
from bed nights and entry fees. In 2018 US $860,000 was paid to conservancies in these fees. NRTT is also working 
with the ranches to spearhead innovative market driven approaches to livestock, working within pastoral 
production systems. This was described above in the section on ranches and is part of NRTT’s Livestock WORKS 
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program which buys cattle directly from pastoralists, gaining a percentage for the conservancies. The animals are 
currently fattened on the Lewa Wildlife Conservancy in Meru, slaughtered at Ol Pejeta and sold into the Nairobi 
market. The market linkages are crucial for the cattle owners to get a good price and not be subject to the cartels 
and traders who have un-transparent pricing systems.  

 

3.3.3. CAMEL MILK SMES IN NANYUKI & ISIOLO 

Commercial camel milk production is seen as an increasingly attractive prospect for two main reasons. Firstly, 
keeping camels has strong potential as a climate adaptation strategy for pastoralists - camels are resilient animals, 
much less prone to disease than cows32. They also have a longer lactation period and can produce milk under drier 
conditions33. Secondly, there is increasing demand for camel milk due to rising awareness of the health benefits 
associated with its consumption34. Its micronutrient content also makes camel milk an important source of nutrition 
for pastoralists, particularly in arid areas where green/leafy foods are often unavailable35. 

There are an estimated 3.3 million head of camel in Kenya36 - a little less than 10% of the estimated global 
population. The nation’s camel milk industry is valued at over $500 million a year37, however the lack of regulation 
and support has meant it has stayed largely informal and access to markets is difficult. Camel milk production 
represents only 0.4% of global milk production, but the FAO estimates that the global market could potentially be 
worth $10 billion38. Together these figures suggest that there is significant scope for expansion of commercial camel 
milk production in Kenya. Whilst production is currently low, income from the sale of camel milk still contributes 
significantly to pastoralist households throughout the year and particularly during the dry season39. Most camel 
milk traders in Kenya are women who retain control of the proceeds, suggesting that development of the sector 
could be a good vehicle for women’s empowerment40. 

Kenya is the second largest producer of camel milk in the world, after Somalia41. In spite of the growth of the sector 
in recent years, 94% of the camel milk supplied to Nairobi city is still informally traded. There are significant issues 
around quality, availability and food safety stemming from the lack of cold chain, price fluctuations, gaps in hygiene 
practices at farm and market levels, consumption of raw milk, and lack of food safety training. For example, smoke 
fumigation is often used as the means of sterilising plastic containers, but as well as being ineffective, this practice 
leads to the deterioration of milk quality along the value chain and feeds into high rates of post-harvest loss42. 
Furthermore, there is a distinct lack of policy, regulation, and supporting infrastructure to guide the development 
of the sector. 

Established SMEs 
The Isiolo camel milk value chain accounts for 89% of the Kenyan camel milk sold in Nairobi43. This value chain is 
dominated by Classic Foods, a Nairobi-based dairy company supplied by 1,500 pastoralists (predominantly Borana) 

 
32 Watson et al, 2016. Camels and climate resilience: Adaptation in northern Kenya.. Human Ecology, 44(6), pp. 701-713. 
33 Anderson et al, 2016. Camel milk, capital, and gender: the changing dynamics of pastoralist dairy markets in Kenya. 
34 Muloi et al, 2018. Value chain analysis and sanitary risks of the camel milk system supplying Nairobi city, Kenya. Preventive veterinary 
medicine, Volume 159, pp. 203-210. 
35 Rahmeh et al, 2019. Composition and Properties of Camel Milk. Milk Production, Processing and Marketing, Volume IntechOpen. 
36 FAO STAT (2017) http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/QA 
37 BBC (2016) https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/business-36608534/kenya-s-flourishing-camel-milk-industry 
38 FAO (2016) https://www.fil-idf.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/FAO-Global-Facts-1.pdf 
39 Elhadi et al, 2015. Role of camel milk in pastoral livelihoods in Kenya: contribution to household diet and income. Pastoralism, 5(1), p. 8. 
40 Waters-Buyer et al. 2018. Pastoral Dairying in Eastern Africa: How could Europe support it?: CELEP. 
41 FAO (2019) http://www.fao.org/dairy-production-products/production/dairy-animals/camels/en/ 
42 Akweya et al, 2012. The acceptability of camel milk and milk products from north eastern province in some urban areas of 
Kenya. African Journal of Food Science. 6(19), pp. 465-473. 
43 Muloi et al, 2018. Value chain analysis and sanitary risks of the camel milk system supplying Nairobi city, Kenya. Preventive veterinary 
medicine, Volume 159, pp. 203-210. 
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which ventured north to seek new markets. The company constructed a new factory with a 25% funding 
contribution from USAID, and now processes camel milk (80%) and some cow milk (20%), also seeking to introduce 
goat milk in the future. There is currently one production line in operation with plans to expand operations to run 
3 processing lines – one each for cow, camel and goat milk. Classic Foods is working with KEBS, the Kenyan Dairy 
Board and JKUAT University looking at issues around quality and certification in order to try and access formal and 
international markets. Classic Foods submitted an application to AgriFI in response to the first call for proposals. 
 

Early Stage SMEs 
White Gold is a small camel milk company based in Nanyuki, 80km 
south of Isiolo.  The company began working with suppliers who had 
previously supplied a more established company, Vital, after the death 
of the its owner. White Gold is still in the early stages of development, 
currently only capable of processing small volumes. The milk is supplied 
mainly by women’s groups which are often family-based, but also by 
some ranches which are diversifying due to climate and other 
pressures. The milk from women’s groups is transported by boda boda 
(the rider takes it and returns with a receipt) and purchased at around 
100KSH/litre, which is paid through MPESA after 10 days. The milk is 
processed (pasteurised), packaged, and frozen before being 
transported in cooler boxes to market in Nairobi. In contrast to Classic 
Foods, White Gold keeps processing to a minimum so that the milk 
retains the majority of its health and nutrition benefits and is therefore 
suitable for higher value health food markets. The company is keen to 
expand and is exploring opportunities in international markets. 
However, access to finance is apparently difficult, and there is little in 
the way of coordinated support from government bodies around 
standards and certification processes. White Gold was not aware of 
AgriFI and did not submit a proposal but would be too small to qualify 
for consideration as a lone applicant.  
 
 
Nourishing Nomads 
Nourishing Nomads (NN) is an SME based in Wajir town, working with camel owners in the county. Their vision is 
to develop the camel milk value chain in the horn of Africa, starting in Kenya. NN estimates the global camel milk 
market to be worth US $10billion and it has set ambitious goals for developing its supply chain. It expects to have 
600 camel herds over the next 2 years, create 2000 direct and indirect jobs, produce 30,000 litres of milk per day 
and target 20,000 camel milk consumers. NN has built an “ultra-modern” processing plant in Wajir where the 
company will add value both to their own products but also to associated value chains such as fodder production. 
Their supply will be largely from pastoral herds and they will be providing extension support to organize the supply 
chain and increase milk production from community owned animals. Their cold chain will work from collection 
points to the market, introducing quality to a supply chain that has been known for poor sanitary standards. They 
currently supply fresh camel milk, susa, yoghurt, ice cream and milk powder. NN expects to be selling to retailers 
through both the dispenser and ATM model and bottled / packaged products, whilst maintaining links to the local 
markets.  They are fully technology enabled through payments, data analytics, aggregation point mapping, logistics 
optimization and supply chain management. They have and are further developing their own herd to ensure 
sustainable supply. NN has received funding of US $150,000 from USAID through the ACDI VOCA project for the 
buildings and has self-funded a further US $400,000. Their funding gap is just over US$1 m.  
 

Figure 6: Sterilising containers at White Gold 

Camel Milk Factory 
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3.3.4. SUPPORT SERVICE ENTERPRISES  

Index Based Livestock Insurance (IBLI) 
An innovative insurance product designed to protect their livelihoods of pastoralists was developed in 2010 and 
implemented in 2014 as a pilot project. The insurance policy combines an Islamic-compliant financial instrument 
with innovative use of satellite imagery which measures the conditions of grazing lands. This information is fed into 
an algorithm that predicts livestock losses. Predictions beyond the 15% level trigger payments. It is operating in 
Wajir county where livestock were valued at 46 billion Ksh at the time, with the system providing compensation to 
muslim pastoralists. It conforms to Islamic concept of Takaful, in which risks are shared among a group of 
participants. Through a contract called tabbaru (donation), participants make contributions to the risk fund, with 
pay outs calculated according to the contributions received.  
 
 

3.4. OTHER ASAL INITIATIVES 

3.4.1. CONSERVATION INTERNATIONAL VENTURES 

Conservation International (CI) Ventures LLC is a revolving finance facility designed to provide impact-oriented risk 
capital to conservation minded enterprises to foster conservation at scale. Kenya is one of the targets countries. 
The facility will make direct investments as well as work in partnership with other financial intermediaries. It will i) 
run short term interventions with pre-commercial and early stage companies to assist them to become investment 
ready; ii) invest in commercial SMEs that seek to raise additional financing; and iii) provide bridge finance for mature 
business models that want to diversify their capital structure, expand or restructure operations or enter new 
markets.  

3.4.2. USAID ACDI/VOCA 

ACDI/VOCA is implementing a USAID funded project called Leaders of Associates Awards. After many months of 
trekking through small towns in the most northern ASALs, the Chief of Party (CoP) found small start-up SMEs in the 
5 targeted counties, Turkana, Marsabit, Isiolo, Wajir and Garissa. The CoP confirmed (during consultation) that 
there is very little economic activity in the range targeted by AgriFI44. He noted Nourishing Nomads in Wajir which 
may be in the right range but has not been operational for three years so will not qualify for AgriFI. His US $20m 
fund will support start-ups, and is not risk adverse. It mostly funds capital equipment and infrastructure, having 
received over 1000 applications thus far. Funds have been awarded to Classic Foods with US $250,000 to expand 
processing into Isiolo (the enterprise is based in Nairobi). They have also funded a hay making project in Turkana 
that is doing well, selling hay to pastoralists, as well as large poultry projects, feed mills, feedlots, and a meat 
processing facility. However, these are all small businesses below the range supported by AgriFI. 

 

  

 
44 Ian Schneider. Chief of Party, LSM, AIDC/VOCA pers comm 
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4. OPTIONS FOR AGRIFI 
 
This short research paper was developed to provide AgriFI with a snapshot understanding of opportunities for 
funding SMEs in Kenya’s ASALs. Its primary purpose was to shed light on why relatively few applications were 
received from SMEs in ASALs compared to other areas, with a view to identifying routes to better inclusion.  

The research undertaken for this report points to several options for AgriFI, noting that initiatives must be SME-led: 

Targeting and assisting existing SMEs at the right scale for AgriFI: 

• Target the marketing more towards SMEs operating in ASALs and in geographic locations from which few 
applications were received in the previous call (i.e. improve marketing to applicants in key geographies). 

• Advisory support and assistance to ASAL applicants (i.e. actively assisting qualifying applicants to refine 
their business models and proposals). 

Supporting SMEs on the margin of AgriFI criteria: 

• Consider how to include start-up ASAL ventures (particularly those with potential for positive gender, youth 
and market impacts) that may be marginal in scale or higher risk / more fragile in compliance. This might 
include: 

o In the event of a specific ASAL-focused Call, consider SMEs that have been in operation for a while 
but whose turnover is more volatile (or has been below threshold). 

o Encourage / assist such start-ups to collaborate with larger partners. 
o Identify initiatives that are already being funded in arid areas and form a partnership to spread the 

risk. 

Support pastoral production systems: 

• Recognising the value that pastoral production systems play in the Kenyan economy, form deeper links with 
existing support agencies to ensure their sustainability through the improvement of their links with the 
market.  

• Consider ‘pastoral assets’ in valuation models to see where they are sufficiently market-oriented to have 
promise, alongside other prospects like supply chain providers and downstream processors. 
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