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The study aims to explore the major roles women play in livelihood security among Ethiopian Somali 
Pastoral and agro-pastoral communities in selected two districts.  Even though the study is more of 
qualitative, quantitative method was also employed to some extent to gather information that couldn’t 
be captured via qualitative research method.  A total of 722 women were sampled and participated on 
household survey by probability sampling technique. According to the findings of the study, women in 
both social settings, in addition to reproductive roles, largely participate on productive works especially 
in livestock production.  Apparently, most of the tasks related to production of small ruminants, which 
are the largest in number and main source of income in pastoral and agro-pastoral areas, are the major 
activities of women. In both settings, the role of women in crop production is appeared to be minimal 
(confined to feeding of those who work on farm) due to cultural outlook that sees women as weaker as 
compared with men. Petty trading of wide range of commodities including livestock and livestock 
product is the major supplementary activity that enables the diversification of livelihoods of pastoral 
and agro-pastoral women. There exists huge variability in terms of pattern of expenditure along gender 
line. In agro-pastoral areas, women spend 93.5% of their individually generated income on purchase of 
households’ food items and the remaining 5.8% on other necessities such as children’s health while 
men spend 44.9% of their individual income on households’ consumption, 50.5% on personal needs, 
and spend only 3.7% of their incomes on children’s clothing. A number of problems which obstruct 
women’s pursuit of livelihood are identified by this study.  
 
Key words: Livelihood security, women, livelihoods 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Gender equality and women‟s empowerment is one of 
the three Millennium Development Goals and is 

considered to be an essential component of sustainable 
economic growth and poverty reduction (MoFED, 2005).  
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However, governments continue to struggle with their 
capacity to translate gender policies into effective, 
actionable programs. Ethiopia, where gender inequality 
remains a pervasive feature of rural livelihoods, is no 
exception. As a patriarchal society that keeps women in a 
subordinate position, the country is characterized by 
disparities in the economic, social, cultural, and political 
positions and conditions of women (Elizabeth, 2008). 

Ethiopian pastoralists have traditionally been highly 
marginalized. Critical development challenges for 
pastoralists include resource degradation, worsening 
poverty, and lack of food security. While all pastoralists 
suffer from marginalization, pastoralist women suffer from 
double marginalization, being both pastoralists and 
women (Ridgewell et al., 2007). Pastoral women have 
less decision making power within the home, while at the 
same time bearing a disproportionate burden of tasks 
and responsibilities (Alemu, 2006). 

Both men and women have vital roles in the 
continuation and adaptation of pastoral systems. Women 
play a central role as livestock keepers, natural resource 
managers, income generators, and service providers, 
tasks which, in of themselves, are influenced by 
gendered norms, values, and relations (Ridgewell  and 
Flitain, 2007). However, in spite of women‟s contribution 
to pastoral life, they have only limited access to, and 
control over, key productive resources such as livestock 
and land. They also have limited access to healthcare, 
education, family planning, and reproductive health. 
Moreover, the fundamental role of pastoral women in 
agriculture and livestock production has been 
systematically ignored and undervalued (Flintan, 2006). 
Previous researchers indicated that limited access to 
productive assets and labor markets, unequal 
compensation, and limited opportunities for participation 
in household and community decision-making are the 
most significant constraints to food and livelihood security 
among Ethiopian women (Baulch and Umer, 2005; 
Haggman, 2006). 

Researches on intra-household dynamics have shown 
that it is not only the total amount of household assets 
that determines development outcomes, but also who in 
the household controls the assets. Interventions that 
increase women‟s access to, and control over, assets 
have been shown to improve household food security 
and child nutrition and education as well as the wellbeing 
of women themselves (World Bank, 2001; Quisumbing 
2003; Smith et al. 2003). Quisumbing and Maluccio 
(2003) also show that the greater a woman‟s asset 
holdings are at marriage, the larger the share of wealth 
the household will later spend on educating its children. 
In households where women have higher shares of 
assets, girls tend to have better health (Ridgewell and 
Flintan, 2007). By owning assets, women gain power and 
authority in their households and communities while 
lessening their risk of mistreatment (Flintan 2006). 

Household livelihood security  is  defined  as  adequate  

 
 
 
 
and sustainable access to income and resources to meet 
basic needs (including adequate access to food, potable 
water, health facilities, educational opportunities, 
housing, time for community participation and social 
integration) (Frankenberger,  1996) . Livelihoods can be 
made up of a range of on-farm and off-farm activities 
which together provide a variety of procurement 
strategies for food and cash. A livelihood is sustainable, 
according to Chambers and Conway (1992), when it “can 
cope with and recover from the stress and shocks, 
maintain its capability and assets, and provide 
sustainable livelihood opportunities for the next 
generation...”  

Research on livelihoods and poverty dynamics 
recognizes the importance of assets to the poor 
(Frankenberger, 1996). While poverty is often measured 
in terms of income or food security, a household‟s ability 
to meet its material needs is determined largely by its 
assets—the physical, human, social, financial and natural 
kinds of capital that determine what livelihood strategies 
a household can pursue and how well it can cope with 
risks and shocks (Ridgewell et al., 2007). Beyond 
material wealth, assets provide the basis of agency, or 
the „power to act, to reproduce, challenge or change the 
rules that govern the control, use and transformation of 
resources‟ (Quisumbing, 2003). 

Traditional gender roles can be magnified in disasters. 
Often women are assigned responsibility to care for 
family members, stocking supplies and maintaining the 
household under challenging conditions. Usually it is the 
women who must stay at home and feed themselves, the 
children and the old and infirm in times of scarcity 
(Ridgewell et al., 2007). Women may find themselves 
burdened with greater responsibilities and work centered 
on the household, so they are less able to leave and/or 
move away from the area in crisis. Constant moving to 
find new water and grazing sources means that houses 
may need to be dismantled, loaded, unloaded and 
reconstructed. Men will have to walk further with the 
livestock and security is more threatening due to 
heightened competition for resource (Quisumbing and 
Maluccio, 2003).  

Therefore, the roles that women play in pastoral 
societies should be identified and acknowledged. Not 
only their roles of course but also their potential problems 
that constrain them in pursuing their livelihood should be 
uncovered and become an input for policy makers. Thus, 
this study tries to explore the major roles that pastoralist 
women play in order to secure the livelihood of their 
respective households in two selected districts of Fafen 
Zone, Somali Regional State of Ethiopia. 
 
 
Statement of the problem 
 
No question that women comprise the significant 
proportion of the total  population  in  Ethiopia  in  general  



 
 
 
 
and that of the rural society in particular. In areas where 
the majority of households rely on agricultural activities 
for their livelihoods, many researches showed that 
women play a paramount role in this livelihood activity 
(Gittinger, 1990; Saito, 1994). Pastoralist women, who 
are living and working in arid and semi-arid environment, 
are also expected to play a significant role in livelihood 
security at household level.  

Somali pastoralist‟s women inhabit in the arid and 
semi-arid low land of the eastern part of Ethiopia. 
However, little is known about their role in livelihood 
security at household level. This is because previous 
researchers were very busy in analyzing and 
understanding socio-cultural problems that the women of 
the Ethiopian Somali pastoralists are suffering from in the 
community. Hence, available literatures on the women of 
the Ethiopian Somali mainly concentrate on the 
prevalence and impacts of traditional harmful practices 
such as female genital mutilation (FGM), early marriage, 
and violence against women.  

Other aspects of Ethiopian Somali pastoralists‟ women 
are overlooked by earlier researchers. Among these 
aspects, the roles those women play at household level 
in securing livelihoods of their families‟ come in to the 
forefront. Furthermore, the various Socio-economic 
problems of Somali pastoralist and agro-pastoralists 
women face in pursuing their livelihood activities are not 
well investigated .Therefore, the prime concern of this 
particular study is to ascertain the major roles that the 
pastoralist and agro-pastoral women of the Ethiopian 
Somali play in  livelihoods security by taking the case of 
women of two districts from Fafen Zone of Somali 
Regional state .Therefore, this study  attempted to 
answer the following basic research questions: 
 
(1) Who contribute more in income generating for the 
household? Are they women or men? 
(2) In what types of supplementary livelihood activities 
women of Somali pastoralists and agro-pastoralists are 
engaging in their endeavor to secure their livelihood?  
(3) What are the major constraints that face women of 
pastoral and agro-pastorals are facing in pursuing their 
livelihood security? 
 
The main intention of the study is to explore the major 
roles that pastoralist and agro-pastoralist women play in 
order to secure the livelihood of their respective 
households in Somali Regional State of Ethiopia: 
 

(1) Determine the main source of livelihood sustainability 
(women/men) among pastoral and agro-pastoral 
households of the study site. 
(2) Investigate the major supplementary livelihood 
activities in which women of the Somali pastoralists agro-
pastoralists are engaged in the study site. 
(3) Assess the prevailing discrepancies in terms of 
access to and control over basic livelihood assets 
between men  and  women  in the study areas 
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(4) Explore the major constraints of women to pursue 
their livelihood activities in the study site 
 
 
The relevance of the study 
 
The general intention of this particular study is to uncover 
the overall roles that the women of the study area 
perform in order to ensure sustainable livelihood security 
both during normal and crisis situations. Apart from this, 
the study also has explored the major socio-economic 
and cultural barriers that are constraining to the day to 
day activities of pastoral and agro-pastoral women in the 
study areas. By doing so, the findings of the research 
hopefully be an important input to policy makers so as to 
alleviate these challenges of pastoral women to some 
extent. As well the results of the study also could serve 
as baseline in an endeavor to encourage pastoralist and 
agro-pastoralist women to build their livelihood asset 
bases and then attain food security and finally livelihood 
security. Besides, the study also could be used as an 
impetus for those who have an aspiration to conduct 
further investigation in this area.  
 
 
RESEARCH METHODS 

 
The study design and approach 

 
With regard to study design, the researchers applied the cross-
sectional survey design. This is mainly because data were collected 
from the respondents only at one time. Indeed, while it is cost 
effective, such type of design does not portray changes over time in 
term of the issue to be studied. 

In terms of its approach, more qualitative and less quantitative 
data were gathered via mixed research method as the researchers 
intended to address issues that are beyond the control of qualitative 
method.  With qualitative approach, various types of information 
related to the issue to be studied were collected and analyzed. 
Among these, data related to types of supplementary livelihood 
activities in which pastoral and agro-pastoral women engaged in 
order to reduce household‟s venerability, the different types of 
livelihood resources that women have and lacked, major socio-
economic constraints of pastoralist and agro-pastoral women of the 
study site to pursue their livelihoods, and other related issues were 
the dominant ones that covered by this approach.  

The study employed quantitative research method as well to 
some extent to grasp some information that cannot be fully 
gathered via qualitative approach. To accomplish this, both open-
ended and closed-ended survey questionnaires were prepared and 
distributed to sample households that were randomly selected. 
Scio-demographic characteristic of the respondents which includes 
educational status and other variables were among the major 
information that was addressed via this research method. 

 
 
Sampling technique and procedure 

 
In order to select the respondents and informants of the study, both 
random (probability) and non-random (non-probability) techniques 
were employed by this particular study. The non-random sampling 
technique was useful to select informants for unstructured (in- 
depth) interview while the probability (random)  sampling  technique 
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Table 1. List of sample Kebeles and sample size drawn. 
 

District Sampled kebeles Total household Sample size Remark 

Kebri-Beyah 

Miragacho 225 144 - 

Labashaq 186 127 - 

Guyo 250 153 - 

Total 661 424 - 

     

Harshin 

Lankereta 240 150 - 

Aranarey 236 148 - 

Total 476 298 - 

Total  1.137 722 - 
 

Sources: Household survey (2016). 
 
 
 
was employed for the selection of respondents for household 
survey. The advantage of the latter technique is to give equal 
chance of being selected and included in the sample for each 
member of the total population of the study.   

 
 
Selection of study sites 
 
Three stages of sampling procedures were used to select study 
sites. First out of nine zones in Ethiopian Somali Regional State, 
Faafan, was selected purposively due to its accessibility and also 
inhabited  relatively with   both “pure” pastoralists (those who derive 
at least 50% of their household revenue directly or indirectly from 
livestock and livestock related activities, J. Swift, 1988) and agro-
pastoralists (those communities that combine livestock raising with 
crop production). In the same fashion, two woredas/ districts, Kebri-
Beyah and Harshin that represent agro-pastoralists and pastoralists 
respectively were selected as study site. These woredsas (districts) 
are divided in to kebeles (smallest administrative units). In 
consultation with district administrators, five (5) easily accessible 
(Table 1) kebeles from each district were purposively selected and 
respondents/informants from each kebeles were selected by the 
techniques depicted below. 

 
 
Sample size for household survey 
 
The actual sample size was determined using the National 
Education Association formula (indicated below), which is 
commonly used by social and behavioral sciences. Accordingly, a 
total of 722 respondents were selected through simple random 
sampling technique for household survey. The sampling frame for 
this strategy was fresh list of households from each sample woreda 
or kebele. Using this list, from the selected household for survey, 
women members of the household were surveyed.  
 
S = X2NP (1-P)/d2 (N-1) + x2P (1-P) 
 
Where: 
 
S = required sample size 
X2 = the table value of chi-square for 1 degree of freedom at the 
desired confidence level (3.841) 
N = the population size 
P = the population proportion (assumed to be .50 since this would 
provide the maximum Sample size) 
d = the degree of accuracy expressed as a proportion (.05)  

In case of in-depth interview, 8 informants (2 from each kebeles), 
both male and female, were purposively selected and interviewed in 
detail regarding the issues under study. In addition, by selecting 
women alone, 4 focus group sessions were conducted (Table 1). 
 
 
Tools for data collection 
 
The brief description of the tools selected for data collection, the 
specific issues each concern about, and to whom they were 
administered is delineated below.  
 
 
Survey questionnaire 
 
Household survey questionnaires were prepared and distributed to 
722 sample households (women in the sample households). The 
questionnaires include both open-ended and close-ended 
questions. To avoid language barrier and get reliable and valid data 
that best suit to the objectives of the research, questionnaires were 
translated in to Somali language. Then, data collectors (those who 
are literate in all skills of Somali language) were recruited and 
trained for two days on how to fill the questionnaires.  

 
 
In-depth Interview  
 
This tool was utilized to dig out detail information from informants 
about the role of women in securing household‟s livelihood among 
pastoralists and agro-pastoralists of the study area. For this case, 
general questions (interview guides) were prepared and 
administrated to informants. Based up on the answers given for the 
initial questions, the interviewers framed the subsequent question. 
Hence, elders, district officials, religious officials, clan leaders, and 
etc., were among target individuals for interview. A total of 8 
informants were selected and approached as in-depth interview 
informant.  

 
 
Focus group discussion (FGD) 
 
In addition to the above two tools, FGD was employed to generate 
firsthand information. From each kebeles, accessible women were 
selected and form focus group discussion group. Then, the 
researchers provided them with unstructured questions and 
inquired the participants to voice their feelings, experiences, and 
attitudes    about    the    issue     under     scrutiny.     Each     group 
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Table 2. Summary of actual Sample size, sampling technique, and instruments/tools of data collection. 
 

Tool for data collection  Sample size  Sampling strategy Remark  

Household survey  722 Simple random sampling 
This actual sample size was determined by 
the sample size determination formula 
indicated above 

In-depth interview 
informants 

8 (2 from each sample 
kebele) 

Purposive  
Individuals whom researchers believe to have 
rich information have been selected and 
interviewed 

FGD 4 sessions of FGD  Accidental (accessibility) - 
 
 
 

encompassed 8 to 12 members and all of them were homogeneous 
(were women) in terms of some socio-demographic characteristics. 
Four focus group discussion sessions were conducted (Table 2).    
 
 

FINDING  
 

Who makes more livelihoods among pastoral and 
agro-pastoral communities of the study Sites: Is it a 
Man or a Woman? 
 

One of the objectives of this study was to identify, 
between women and men, in pastoral and agro-pastoral 
communities of the study area, that take lion‟s share in 
securing livelihood (ensuring access to basic necessities) 
at household level. Hence, various data gathering 
techniques have been used to obtain relevant information 
to answer this objective. In all sample kebeles of 
Kebrebeyah (agro-pastoral) and Harshin (pastoral) 
districts, FGDs were held with community members 
specially women.  With regard to source of livelihood at 
household between males and females, in both pastoral 
and agro-pastoral districts, the FGD discussants 
anonymously disclosed that females play a significant 
role in contribution to the livelihood security of 
households. In line with this, one of in-depth interview 
informants of the study from Harshin district depicted that 
in areas where community are living in very close 
proximity to such as areas of kebele administration, 
schools, heath post and etc, it is a woman that engage in 
supplementary income generating activities such as tea 
vending, „chat‟ selling, and small shopping. With this, 
according to this informant, a woman covers almost all 
the expenditures of the household consumption and 
appears to be the major sources of livelihood security at 
household level especially during livelihood shocks (See 
section 4.2.1 below). Generally, the roles that pastoral 
and agro-pastoral‟s women play in both crop and 
livestock production are identified by the study and 
delineated in detail in the subsequent section. 
 
 

Roles of Women in Crop Production and animal 
raring  
 

In crop production  
 

Whether it is crop production or  animal  raring,  it  entails  

deployment of labor force. For instance, in agricultural 
communities, studies have proven that women that 
comprise the largest portion of the rural community are 
inefficiently utilized so as to boost production per unit 
(SOFA Team and Cheryl Doss, 2011). According to FAO, 
(2011), women comprise about 43% of the global 
agricultural labor force and of that in developing 
countries, but this figure masks considerable variation 
across regions and within countries according to age and 
social class. Women comprise half or more of the 
agricultural labor force in many African and Asian 
countries, but the share is much less in some. This is 
clearly observed by this particular study in agro-pastoral 
communities of the study site (Keberebeyah). In case of 
this district, the study respondents clarified that women 
are not supposed to participate in agricultural activities 
particularly crop production. The main reason that these 
respondents presented for such ignorance of women 
from such activity is attributed to physical weakness of 
women. According to them (respondents), women are 
physically too weak to undertake activities such as 
digging, plowing, weeding, and harvesting. The overall 
tasks in this regard rest on the shoulder of males. 
Consequently, according to data on this issue, women, 
pertaining to crop production, remain at home and take 
the role of cooking food for those who work on field 
(spent their time in farming activities). This current study 
also found out that such culturally imposed discrimination 
of women from farming activities could be among 
contributing factors for low production and failures to 
attain food security at household level. This is mainly due 
to the fact that it reduces size of labor force that should 
have been engaged in production but increases the size 
that consume what is produced by few.  

 
 
In livestock production  

 
According to data obtained from different sources, in both 
communities (pastoral and agro-pastoral), women‟s role 
with regard to livestock production was found to be 
confined to looking after of small ruminants such as 
sheep, goats,  calves and sick large animals around the 
homestead while able bodied males take the 
responsibility of protecting large animals such  as  camels  
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Figure 1. A woman from Keberibeya district watering her emaciated cow due to drought (2016). 

 
 
 

and cattle.  
To stress the relationship between women and small 

ruminants, one of the respondents in Kebri-Beyah district 
said that “sometimes males don‟t have any information 
abound size and situation of sheep and goats of 
households as it is the concern of women”. He added 
that, women look after them at the day time, takes them 
to areas where there is good pasture, water them when 
necessary, supervise their health situation, and clean 
their place where they rest during night time.   

Apart from these, as observed during data collection 
field work, women shoulder additional role in taking care 
of large animals such as camels and cattle that are either 
sick or become weak due to drought and unable to follow 
the flock to the field. At this time, women, in addition to 
usual chores, are responsible in providing fodder and 
water for the sick or weak animal around homestead 
(Figure 1). What this woman said about her every day 
routine activities in relation to this cow and other animals 
is: 
 

I am the one who is responsible to take care of this cow 
since the current drought in addition to the remaining 
sheep and goats of the drought. In addition to caring for 
my children and husband, I provide water and fodder 

every day for this cow. Most of our livestock (sheep, goat, 
and camel) are died of the drought. I am striving to 
rescue the life of this cow even though it is heavy burden 
to me.  Shortage of water and fodder is critical problem in 
my attempt to save the life of the cow. Now we are 
returned back to dinging the roots from underground as 
bushes and grasses are already dried and ceased to be 
used for fodder. It is me who carries the roots while my 
husband digs it (A Woman from Kebri-Beyah district). 
 
Furthermore, respondents of household survey revealed 
that (in both communities), in addition to „generative 
reproduction works

1
‟, which is mainly exceptional to 

women, women are responsible for the majority of 
household‟s routine chores, which again scholars named 
as „regenerative reproduction‟, that comprises the 
activities necessary to restore an exhausted labor forces 
like provision of foods, drinks, shelter, clothes, physical 
and psychological healthcare and care for sick, aged and 
disabled people.  According to this particular study, 
women of pastoral and agro-pastoral communities  of  the  

                                                           
1 ‘Generative Reproduction I defined as the biological “production of new 

producers , including begetting, pregnancy, birth and care of infants (Grawert, 
1998).  



 
 
 
 
study area also bear such huge responsibilities and then 
play the lion‟s share in livelihood security at household 
level. Similar studies conducted on pastoralists in general 
confirmed that women take the lion‟s share in livelihood 
security at household level. Let me quote the findings of 
one of these studies with regard to pastoral women‟s role 
in livestock production besides reproductive roles; 
 

Pastoralist women and girls tend to lactating animals and 
small ruminants around the homesteads, fetch water, 
seek and carry forage for home feeding and manage the 
health of nursing calves. Women also process and 
market dairy products make and sell mats and engage in 
petty trade. They work with men during herding, watering, 
marketing dairy products and constructing corrals (PFE, 
IIRR, DF, 2010: 130). 
 

In addition, available literatures on role of women on 
livelihood security delineate that they play critical roles 
during mobility in caring for the ruminants and milking 
cows that remain at the homestead (PFE, IIRR, DF, 
2010). They move with livestock if the whole family 
travels, construct huts and manage water collection and 
forest usage. Under certain circumstance, women are 
involved in veterinary care, harvesting and processing 

wild foods (Belay
2
 and Gamachu, 2016; PFE, IIRR, DF, 

2010). 
 
 

Major supplementary livelihood activates of pastoral 
and agro-pastoral’s women of the study sites 
 

Petty trading  
 

As of information from household survey, in-depth 
interview, and focus group discussion, the majority of 
women in pastoral and agro-pastoral community rely on 
different forms of petty trading to rescue their family 
members at different occasions apart from their major 
livelihood (pastoralism and crop production). According to 
in-depth interview respondents from Harshin, especially 
around some settlements where roads cross the 
settlement and kebele administrative offices are located, 
90% of businessmen are women. With this regard, one of 
in-depth interview respondents said: 
 

Here, mainly during drought and scarcity of rainfall, men 
became almost totally idle. They will be confined to home 
and simply chew “khat”. (locally grown stimulant plant). 
The main responsibility rests on women to generate 
income to support family members. Of course, when 
good days return (rain comes), males will go to field to 
work  and  generate  income  from  different   earn   wage 

                                                           
2  Belay Womber is MA holder in Rural Livelihoods and Development. 
Conducted a research on “Challenges and prospects of Livelihood security for 

pastoral and agro-pastoral communities of Ethiopian Somali pastoralists’ in 

collaboration with OXFAM-GB from May-June, 2016 (with fellow staff 
Gamachu Fufa, MA in Social Work). 
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 ( A Woman from Aran Are kebele, Harshin).  

 
As witnessed by the study respondents and observed 
during field work, all most „khat‟ (locally grown stimulant 

plant) vendors in all sample kebeles
3
 of both districts are 

women. Women buy „khat‟ from other places and vend it 
in all rural kebeles of the studied districts both during 
normal and livelihood crisis. With the income generated 
from sale of „khat‟, both food and non-food commodities 
will be fulfilled for household members.  

Furthermore, it has been confirmed that the entire shop 
owners in all sample kebeles are women. According to 
FGD participants of Lankerta kebele of Harshin district, 
shop sailing is the duty of women in their locality. 
Commodities such as onion, tomato, oil, spaghetti, rice, 
sugar, and so forth are among the dominant ones those 
women buy and sell in their shops.   

In addition, women that participated in interview in both 
districts depicted that some women engage in 
slaughtering and selling of meat of small ruminants, 
especially goats as extra means of income generation. 
However, they underscored the tremendous impact of 
drought on such activity in reducing the number of goats 
and scaling up their prices.  

Trading of small ruminants (sheep and goat) is another 
activity of women which is being identified by this study.  
Pastoral and agro-pastoral women buy sheep and goats 
around homestead and take them to the nearby market 
for profit most of the time. Nonetheless, the study 
participants in both districts anonymously confessed that 
they are suffering a lot from unavailability and 
underdeveloped market in their locality. Such and other 
problems in relation to pastoral and agro-pastoral 
women‟s livelihood are detailed in the subsequent section 
of this document. 

Apart from these, the study found out that women of 
pastoral and agro-pastoral societies of the study districts 
largely engage in trading of livestock products mainly 
milk. Interview respondents claimed that women around 
settlements which are closer to main road collect (buy) 
milk from fellow pastoralists/agro-pastoralists and take it 
to the nearby town for sale. Those who have an access 
to transportation may use cars unless the majority of 
them travel long distance by their foot carrying milk. In 
addition, women living around center of kebeles (where 
kebele administrative offices, schools and other 
institutions are located), also participate in preparing and 
selling of tea. According to informants, most of the time, 
the preferred tea is the one which is prepared from either 
goat or camel‟s milk. During data collection field work, I 
have witnessed this and I tested a cup of tea which is 
made of goat milk. The price paid per cup is relatively 
costly as compared to normal tea. In all sample kebeles, 
sizable numbers of women have been observed

                                                           
3  Kebeles are the smallest administrative unit next to woreda (district) in 

Ethiopian context. In some areas, kebeles are further sub-divided in to 
communities, ‘gots’, and etc for the sake of easy administration.  
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Figure 2. Agro-pastoral woman vending milk to the nearest town, Kebri-Beyah district. 

 
 
 
preparing such tea in their residence home and 
generating significant amount of money per day from 
such activity (Figure 2).  
 
 
 
Patterns of expenditure along gender line (men 
versus women) 
 
In the aforementioned section, the most significant 
supplementary livelihood activities in which women of 
pastoral and agro-pastoral communities take on are 
described in detail. From these activities, as women 
participants of the study portrayed, they generated 
significant amount of income every year (most of them 
failed to remember the actual amount in figure due 
different reasons). Of course they didn‟t dent that males 
also generate income from different activities such as 
sale of livestock, crop, and daily wage labor. During 
normal time, men also can be productive in engaging in 
such activities and support their families. However, 
according to in-depth interview informants from Harishin 
district, males will be obsolete during severe drought and 
become dependent on their wives.  

Here, the objective is to ascertain the most spenders 
on household‟s basic needs between women and men in 
the study areas. According to information gained from 
FGD, and in-depth interview, women spend almost the 
entire income they generate on fulfillment of  households‟ 

basic needs which include staple food items (sorghum, 
spaghetti, maize, etc) and non-staple food items such as 
sugar, salt, oil and so forth. In addition, women also cover 
the expenditures of household and animal health. There 
also respondents that reported that women, most of the 
time, cover the expenses of habits of their husbands 
which include, among other things, “kchat” and cigarette 
both during normal and severe drought seasons. On the 
other hand, as disclosed by respondents, men also 
spend their income generated from different sources on 
household‟s basic needs and personal daily needs 
(“Kachat and cigarette). In conclusion, as of information 
obtained from respondents in both districts, as compared 
to men‟s expenditure on households‟ consumption, 
women expend more income than men.  

The finding of the study concedes with similar studies 
on the same issue at different time and place. For 
instance, Reshid (2004), in his study indicated that 
women in agro-pastoral areas spend 93.5% of their 
individually generated income on purchase of 
households‟ food items and the remaining 5.8% on other 
necessities such as children‟s health. Like this study, his 
study confirms the existence of disparity in terms of 
expenditure between men and women on food and 
related households‟ basic needs in agro-pastoral areas. 
Reshid (2004) also found out that men spend 44.9% of 
their individual income on households‟ consumption, 
50.5% on personal needs, and spend only 3.7% of their 
incomes on children‟s clothing. Form these  both  primary 



 
 
 
 
and second sources, it follows that women contribute a 
lion‟s share in securing livelihoods of households.  
 
 

Discrepancies in terms of access to and control over 
livelihood assets among women and men in pastoral 
and agro-pastoral communities 
 
Access to and control over basic livelihood assets, as 
proposed by Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA), is a 
key factor that either lead to livelihood security (in case of 
full access) or insecurity (in case of absence of access). 
It is not uncommon that resources/assets are unevenly 
distributed among individuals, social groups, geographic 
areas, and etc.  Household members, especially husband 
and wife may have exclusive access to and control over 
specific livelihoods under certain circumstances and 
conditions in most societies. The ultimate consequence 
of such discrepancy in access to and control over 
livelihood resources is inability to attain livelihood 
security. Understanding this notion, this study has 
attempted to disclose the nature and situation of such 
discrepancies between women and men among pastoral 
and agro-pastoral communities of the study area. In line 
with this, basic livelihood resources such as land, 
livestock, access to education, and income are selected 
due to  time and financial constraints and the nature of  
access to and control over these resources by women 
and men were examined visa-a-vise each other as 
follows.   
 
 
Access to land 
 
Land is one of the crucial livelihood resources that nature 
endowed human beings all over the world. Without 
exaggeration, land is the source of most of other assets. 
Due to this fact none can exist without piece of land that 
could be utilized for extraction of means of living in 
various ways. For instance, in agricultural activity, land is 
the top requirement for a household for cultivation and 
crop production. Similarly, for pastoralists and agro-
pastoralists, land is the backbone of their economy as it 
serves as source of grazing pasture, water, and crop 
production, natural resource such as trees, wild animals, 
and so forth. The argument is having access to land of 
some sort means expanding opportunities for livelihood 
security. 

Even though land tenure is one of the contentious 
issues in Ethiopia, every household (in all types of 
livelihood system) is expected possess a plot of land on 
which it has the right of utilization of land‟s resources. 
The prime concern of the study is to discover, who, 
between men and women (husband and wife), control 
over the land that belongs to the specific household.  

Pertaining to this issue, data from household survey, in- 
depth interview, and FGD reveals that in pastoral and 
agro-pastoral   communities,   household‟s   land   is   the  
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common property of both parties as long as they are 
residing together. However, upon divorce, according to 
informants of the study, two situations are commonly 
practiced in both social groups. The first case totally 
denies women‟s access to land. In this first case, a 
woman will be obliged to leave her husband‟s home and 
family leaving all properties including land and join her 
relatives (clan) up on divorce. Informants of the study 
also added that a divorced woman will receive only those 
assets that the husband gave her or promised to give 
during “nikah”. This could either in cash or kind (for 
example, gold, camel, etc) and most of the time paid 
before marriage and rarely after marriage is concluded.  

Second, according to in-depth interview respondents, 
under certain conditions, there is condition in which the 
husband leaves certain properties including land to wife 
during their divorce. One major condition that enforces 
the husband to do this is if they have child/children in 
common. Under this circumstance, the husband will leave 
the home including land for the wife and her 
child/children. At this time, a woman with her 
child/children can control the land. This is rarely practiced 
in both social groups (pastoralists and agro-pastoralists).  

However, due to traditions and customary laws that has 
been exercised within the society for years, the issues of 
land is still among source of conflict between wife and 
husband among agriculturalists such as Amhara 
communities (Birtukan, 2016). Birtukan (2016) added that 
customary practices could not change the status of men 
as the owner and head of the household, who is 
supposed to exercise power over the use and 
management of household‟s resources mainly land, most 
valuable resources of the society. The same is true for 
pastoral and agro-pastoral communities of the study 
areas as such socially constructed traditions has 
excluded women from control over land. The difference is 
that women of pastoral and agro-pastoral will not take the 
case of land to either kebele or clan leaders or court up 
on marriage as they remain abide to their customary laws 
soon after their marriage. 

 
 
Access to livestock 

 
Pastoralists derive their livelihoods directly or indirectly 
form livestock production while agro-pastoralists combine 
crop production. Livestock is another crucial livelihood 
asset on which pastoralists and agro-pastoralists rely. In 
general, livestock that pastoralists produce mainly include 
sheep, goats, cattle, and camel. Households own all or 
some of these livestock so as to pursue their livelihoods. 
The question here to be raised is who have more power 
on the livestock in the household (male or female) among 
pastoral and agro-pastoral communities of the study 
sites. According to information gathered from different 
sources, to some extent, both male and female are 
endowed with equal sort of power and can pass  decision
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Table 3.  Educational Status of Sampled Women. 
 

Woreda  Total Can read and write Percentage (%)  Can’t read and write Percentage (%) 

Harsgin  298 39 13.1  259 86.9 

Kebri-Beyah  424 64 15.1  360 84.9 
 

Source: Household survey (2016). 
 
 
 

on their livestock as long as they remain loyal to their 
marriage. in relation to protection of livestock, women 
have intimate relationship with small ruminants while 
males appear to be responsible in protection of large 
animals. However, respondents of the study confirmed 
except some sort of discussion during sale of sheep or 
goat, males are dominant decision makers on the sale of 
livestock and control over the income. When livestock is 
sold up on agreement, according to informants of the 
study, the income will be invested on household 
consumptions while the remaining can be used to buy 
another animal either for breeding or future sell. 
Following divorce, like other assets, women will not take 
share of livestock except those assets she received 
during „nikah‟. This culturally bounded practice of divorce 
is one of the hindrance factors for pastoral and agro-
pastoral women to have control over livestock resources.  
 
 

Access to education 
 

Without any doubt, Level of education is one of the 
determinant factors of livelihoods of an individual. 
Sustainable Livelihood Framework (SLF) proponents 
suggest that education contributes to livelihoods in 
equipping individuals with the necessary skill and 
capabilities (knowledge) to pursue efficiently the already 
tamed livelihood activity or seek alternative livelihoods 
(ADB, 2008). Data from both secondary and primary 
sources of the study reveals low educational status in 
general in both districts.   

In Harshin district for instance, of the total population 
above 15 years of age, only 15% of them can read and 
write. Out of this literate population, 76% of them did not 
complete first grade level, while only 13 and 11% of them 
attained primary school (1 to 6 grade levels) and above 
primary school respectively (WDRPP, 2012).With regard 
to gender parity,  the ratio becomes larger in favor of 
males as the education level attained gets higher, which 
implies the majority of females discontinue their 
education even before completing first grade and many of 
the remaining leave school as the level gets higher 
(WDRPP, 2012). The household survey data in this 
district also portrayed that more than 86% of sampled 
women can‟t read and write (attend any formal education) 
(Table 4).  

In the same fashion, in Kebri-Beyah district, studies 
have observed huge gap between male and female in 
terms of educational level. As indicated by the data from 
household survey, about 85% of sampled women in this 

district also can‟t read and write. According to a study 
conducted by E. Jackson, 2011, the gross literacy for this 
district is tended to be 9.2% while male and female 
literacy was 12.4 and 3.8% respectively (Jackson, 2011). 
Realizing this huge disparity between men and women 
pertaining educational status, sampled women in both 
districts were inquired what they feel the impact of lack of 
adequate education on their lives in general and 
livelihoods in particular. All agreed up on that it has 
negatively affected their pursuit of livelihoods. Among 
other things, the response given by a key respondent 
woman from Kebri-Beyah district of Guyo kebele 
attracted me and I directly quoted what she said as 
follows:  
 

I can’t read and write. This means I am like someone who 
is living in a dark room. Educated person can create 
different alternatives in business because he/she has the 
skill. This is what I lacked. Again, even to sell my 
livestock, language is very important to transact. All these 
would be gained from education. There are maney 
opportunities to families in our locality. But most of us 
didn’t attend education. Generally, most women remain 
home and become dependent due to lack of education. 
Now a days to some extent schools are being 
constructing in our areas and as much as possible I will 
send my children to schools (including girls) because I 
don’t want to see them being illiterate like me. I also urge 
government to facilitate the launching of adult education 
for illiterate women in our locality (An in-depth interview 
informant woman from Guyo kebele, Kebri-Beyah) 
 

Besides, FGD participants from Harshin district witnessed 
that lack of education has negatively affected not only 
their livelihoods but also their social status. According to 
them, the problem of lack of appropriate education is 
manifested in different ways of life likes of animal health, 
child caring, food preparation, personal and 
environmental hygiene, and so forth. The cumulative 
effect of all these is low performance of women in the 
effort to secure livelihoods of a household.  
 
 

Access to income  
 
The study endeavored to examine the prevailing situation 
in terms of access to and control over household‟s 
income between men and women in the study areas. 
Evidently, the main source of income for pastoralists is 
sale of livestock while agro-pastoralists sale certain types 



 
 
 
 
of crops during good rainy season. The main concern 
here is identifying the one who take responsibility of 
selling the animals and crop and manage the generated 
income. Pertaining this issue, information from survey 
and in-depth interview informants showed that in sale of 
livestock (mainly sheep and goat) and crops, both male 
and female will discuss and pass decision. With regard to 
control of the income, again information gathered on this 
issue revealed that both male and female will decide 
what to buy for household consumption (food and non-
food items such as clothes) and the remaining will be 
used for buying another animal in the form of saving.  
However, women of pastoral and agro-pastoral 
communities engage in different livelihood activities likes 
of petty trading and generate their own income 
independently. By doing so, they can be live rescuers 
especially during severe drought that will end up in loss 
of livestock and idleness of males.  Participants of the 
study confessed that women will cover the majority of 
households‟ needs by the income they generated from 
different livelihood strategies. 
 
 

Major constraints of pastoral and agro-pastoral’s 
women in pursuing their livelihoods  
 

Socio-cultural constraints  
 

In most societies all over the world there exist socially 
constructed practices that either degrade or upgrade 
social and economic status of women. In an attempt to 
identify such socio-cultural constraints of women of 
pastoral and agro-pastoral communities in their pursuit of 
livelihoods, the study has come with significant number of 
problems some of which are discussed below.  
 
 

Gender-Based division of labor 
 

Like in all other societies, both agro and pastoral 
societies also developed tradition of gender based 
division of labor that ascribes distinct roles to males and 
females (Table 3). Data from secondary sources  
confirmed that women of pastoral and agro-pastoral 
communities of the study area are assigned double roles  
i.e.,  reproductive roles (domestic activities and are 
considered as the exclusive responsibilities of women 
and girls) and productive activities  (which are related to 
production of livestock and can be performed either daily 
which  includes  milking, herding, etc,  seasonally that 
includes excavation of wells, migration, etc) or 

occasionally veterinary care) (PEF,IIRR, and DF
4
, 2010).  

The primary data sources also evidently confirmed that 
women and girls in the study area are responsible for 
both  reproductive   and   productive   activities   indicated 

                                                           
4 PFE, IIRR and DF. 2010. Pastoralism and Land: Land tenure, administration 

and use in pastoral 
areas of Ethiopia 
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above. As could be seen from (figure 1 above), most of 
the time, women perform the two activities 
simultaneously, that is, the reproductive role (caring for 
children) and caring for livestock (productive role). 
According to FGD participants and in-depth interview 
respondents of all sample kebeles of the two districts,  
women and girls are occupied by such tedious and 
recurrent reproductive activities that consume their time 
that would have been spent on other either social and 
economic activities. Furthermore, productive activities 
has been found to be very severe burden coupled with 
reproductive activities on pastoral and agro-pastoral‟s 
women during drought season. Form observation and in-
depth interview it has been found out that women‟s role 
becomes greater than that of men‟s as women involve in 
at least all activities including herding, collecting of fodder 
and forage, watering, veterinary care, and etc.  
 
 

Polygamy type of marriage  
 

The other socio-cultural impediment of pastoral and agro-
pastoral women that has long lasting consequence on 
their livelihoods is the practice of polygamous marriage 
that allows a man to marry to more than one woman at 
the same time. Women who participated on this study in 
all sample kebeles anonymously the prevalence of such 
type of marriage together with its adverse effect on their 
livelihoods. While asked the specific effect of polygamous 
marriage on women‟s livelihood, a number of reasons 
were given by different respondents. But the responses 
given by one in-depth interview informants from Aranarey 
kebele of Harshin district is tend to be inclusive and 
quoted follows: 
 

Women of pastoralists are suffering from many problems 
that hamper their livelihoods. Culture related problems 
have invisible roles. For example, having more than one 
wife is one of the challenges. If a man who is initially 
married to one wife marries other additional wife, this will 
lead to many social and economic crisis of the 
household. On one hand, he has to divide the livelihood 
assets (mainly the scarce land) to the new comer wife 
and on the other hand addition of wife means increasing 
family size (A Woman from Aranarey Kebele, Harshin)  
 

From this it follows that the practice of polygamy 
profoundly affects not only the social status of women but 
also their livelihoods as it entails the further division of the 
most scarce and valuable assets among wives and 
children.  Consequently, the significant diminishing and 
ultimately shortage of such valuable livelihood resources 
is imminent among polygamous communities. 
 
 

Nature induced constraints  

 
True, pastoralism and agro-pastoralism as way of life are 
taking   place   in   areas   where   climatic    condition    is 
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Figure 3: Bodies of sheep and goats that died of drought in 2016, Kebri-Beyah. 

 
 
 
unpredictable and then rainfall is also erratic. Due to this, 
pastoralists‟ and agro-pastoralists‟ areas in Ethiopia are 
under recurrent drought most of the time. The current 
drought (2016), which was induced by „Ilino‟ and took the 
lives of sizable number of livestock in Ethiopian Somali 
Region, is the recent case in point. At the time of data 
collection field work, April to May 2016, it has been 
observed that the two districts (Kebri-Beyah and Harshin) 
are observed being highly affected by the drought as a 
number of sheep; goats, cattle, and donkey were died 
and lied down on the field everywhere (Figure 3).   

Here, someone may  ask  the  overall  consequence  of 

such natural catastrophe on the livelihoods of pastoral 
and agro-pastoral women. The study has come up with 
multifaceted impact of such phenomenon in both social 
groups. On one hand, as clearly indicated in the above 
section, it crates additional burden on women and girls. 
This is to say that, women and girls will be forced to take 
on extra activities such as caring for sick and emaciated 
livestock (Figure 2 above) in addition to other household 
chores. On the other hand, such episode entails mobility 
of livestock in search for pasture and water by travelling 
long distance-sometimes crossing borders.  

For instance, according to a study conducted  by  Belay  



 
 
 
 
and Gamachu (2016), agro-pastoralists of Kebri-Beyah 
district witnessed that they move to distant areas (up to 
Somaliland) in an intension to rescue their livestock The 
real effect of such mobility is that it splits the family in to 
two (women and children remain around homestead 
while husband and able bodied members follow 
livestock). Under such circumstances, according to in-
depth interview informants, pastoral women take on the 
overall responsibility of caring for the family and small 
ruminants and calves that remain around homestead. 
They added that, women will be confined to such 
activities and time would be very precious for them to 
engage in other extra livelihood activities until husband 
return back.  

Besides, FGD participants confessed that for those 
women who carry out petty trade (as discussed above), 
the drought periods result in weak market as majority of 
population lost their means of income (livestock and crop) 
due to drought.  
 
 
Other constraints  
 
Apart from the aforementioned identified constraints, the 
study has ascertained the existence of other impairments 
to the livelihoods of pastoral and agro-pastorals‟ women. 
The main critical obstructions are selected and discussed 
in the subsequent section.   
 
 
Poor infrastructures  
 
Under this section, the nature and characteristics of the 
major physical infrastructures that directly affect the 
livelihoods of pastoral and agro-pastoral women is 
highlighted. 
 
 

Absence of market places  
 
Market centers are one of the physical infrastructures 
where people buy and sale or exchange commodities. 
The premise is that access to developed market means 
easy transaction of produced goods and service at faire 
price. Nonetheless, according the finding of the study, 
pastoral and agro-pastoral women of the study areas are 
not in position to have an access to such market. As of 
FGD discussants in most sample kebeles, most of the 
time they are traveling long distance by their foot to reach 
market places to sell their products such as small 
ruminants and dairy products. They also added that the 
available market centers are either too far from their 
localities or have no road for vehicles for transportations. 
Studies also indicated that while the government 
acknowledges the importance of the livestock trade to the 
national economy, little is done to develop market 
services (PFE, IIRR, DF, 2010; Belay and Gamachu, 
2016).  
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Roads  
 
Another physical infrastructure that supports human 
beings by providing simple and fast transportation is 
road. As it has been observed during field work and as 
well confirmed by respondents‟ of the study by 
themselves, roads that connect kebeles with kebeles and 
centers of the district are poorly constructed. Most of the 
roads in pastoral areas are only dry season roads that 
only serve when there is no rain. As a result of this, 
women in pastoral areas are obliged to travel long 
distance on foot carrying their commodities both on their 
back and hand. In line with this, PFE, IIRR, DF (2010) 
carried out a rigorous research on the physical nature of 
physical infrastructure and other source of pastoral areas 
in Ethiopia and concluded that most pastoralist areas are 
characterized by poor infrastructure including 
inaccessible roads and underdeveloped markets. Being 
the home of huge livestock resources, pastoral and agro-
pastoral areas are neglected in terms of basic physical 
infrastructures the likes of roads. According to a research 
done by Belay and Gamachu, 2016, in Awabare and 
Kebri-Beyah districts, pastoral and agro-pastoral areas 
are under critical problem in relation to roads 
infrastructure. The number one victims of this setback are 
women who shoulder double responsibilities in the effort 
of livelihood security.  
 
 

Lack of education (illiteracy) 
 
As earlier mentioned, it is portrayed that illiteracy rate is 
higher for females as compared with their male 
counterparts in both districts under scrutiny. Women are 
denied access to education particularly during the past 
regimes due to cultural imposition. The cumulative effect 
of illiteracy could be manifested in lots of life of a women 
and then adversely affect their livelihoods. Women of 
Harshin and Kebri-Beyah district witnessed this fact in 
comparing themselves with “someone who lives in dark 
room”. Women now a day understood that lack of 
education is no less than lack of skill and ability in field of 
livelihood diversification and then livelihood security. 
Cognizant of this, especially from Kebri-Beyah district, 
one in-depth interview informants urged the government 
to launch adult education not only in her locality but also 
for all women of pastoral and agro-pastoral communities.  
 
 
Inaccessibility to saving and credit institutions  
 
As explained earlier, women of pastoral and agro-
pastoral communities play indispensible role in livelihood 
security at household level. However, according to the 
findings of the study, these women are suffering from a 
number of challenges some of which are described 
above. One of such critical challenges tends to be 
inaccessibility to  saving  and  credit  institutions.  Of  total  
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sampled and surveyed households in both districts, 
nearly all of them reported that they have no access to 
such institutions. In addition, in-depth interview 
respondents also portrayed that such institutions are not 
expanded in their locality. With regard to this issue, one 
in-depth interview respondent stressed the problem as 
follows: 
 
Women of this locality (Harshin district) are far from the 
benefit of such institution (saving and credit). We heard 
that some people residing near to town are benefiting 
from the institution by receiving credits and saving their 
money. If we get these institutions in our area, we can get 
financial credit to run other livelihood activities in addition 
to usual ones (In-depth Interview respondent Woman, 
Harshin). 
 
Expansion of saving and credit institutions in all areas will 
enable individuals to have an access to financial assets 
which in turn enhances the capability of livelihood 
security. Pastoral and agro-pastoral communities are not 
exceptional in this regard. Studies conducted by different 
scholars at different times also shows that pastoral and 
agro-pastoral areas of Ethiopia are characterized by short 
supply of saving and credit institutions that would have 
empowered women‟s access to financial resources (PFE, 
IIRR, DF, 2010; Belay and Gamachu, 2016).  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The study intends to determine the role of women in 
livelihood security among pastoral and agro-pastoral 
communities of Ethiopian Somali Region. It was 
conducted on two selected districts of Faafan 
administrative zone. Specifically, the study has attempted 
to address a number of issues in relation to pastoral and 
agro-pastoral‟s women livelihoods. Generally, based on 
the findings of the study, the following conclusions are 
drawn.   

According to findings of the study, women in both 
pastoral and agro-pastoral societies play indispensible 
role in securing livelihoods (ensuring the access of 
household members to basic necessities) at household 
level. This is because women of the study community not 
only engage in reproductive activities but also participate 
on productive activities (the common livelihood activities 
likes of crop and livestock production) like that of their 
male counterparts in both normal and livelihood crisis 
conditions. In addition, the study has ascertain that 
pastoral and agro-pastoral communities of the study area 
generate substantial amount of income from 
supplementary livelihood sources especially petty trading 
of different types of commodities. By doing so, women 
appear to be life rescuer especially during livelihood 
shocks in pastoral and agro-pastoral areas of the study 
districts. However, it has been made  note  that  women‟s  

 
 
 
 
role in crop production is minimal and most of the time 
confined to feeding role of those males male that are 
plowing, weeding, and harvesting on the field due to 
cultural imposition.  

With regard to livelihood activity engagement, as 
explained earlier, women are actively participating mainly 
in livestock production. Activities like caring and looking 
for small ruminants such as shoats (which are main 
source of livelihood for pastoral and agro-pastoral 
communities) are undertaken by women in addition to 
repetitive household chores. Moreover, the study also 
has come across with that women of the study 
community assume variety of livelihood activities to 
supplement their major means of living. Petty trading is 
the most important extra livelihood activity in which 
women of pastoral and agro-pastoral communities are 
engaged in. sale of live small ruminants (sheep and 
goat), vending tea with milk, “kaht” vending, shop 
business, butchering, and so forth are some of the means 
of generating income for the majority of women in these 
areas as identified by the study. Apart from these, women 
of pastoralists and agro-pastoralists are responsible for 
building and maintaining of houses during mobility. As of 
the findings of the study, women expend more income on 
household‟s consumption than men.  

One of the major findings of this study is the prevailing 
disparity in terms of access to and control over certain 
basic livelihood assets between pastoral and agro-
pastoral women and men. According to the study, huge 
gap observed between the two parities in terms of human 
capital, that is, access to education. Such discrepancy 
induced by many factors. The first is attributed to cultural 
impositions that favor males to go to school at the 
expense of girls while the other is directly related to 
inadequacy of educational services in their locality during 
near past periods. Except this, women of the study area 
reported that more or less they have similar access and 
control over household resources such as income 
generated from sale of livestock and crop.  With regard to 
land of household, as it belongs to the household, women 
also have the use right as long as she is residing with her 
husband. In case of divorce, women will have no right to 
take a piece of land from her husband.  In very rare case, 
the husband is going to leave the land for both his wife 
and children/child following divorce. Under such 
circumstance, a woman has the opportunity to own land 
and extract its resources.  

The current study also set to identify the major plights 
of that woman of the study communities‟ are facing while 
pursing their major and supplementary livelihood 
activities. By this endeavor, the study has come across 
with a number of predicaments of women in the study 
area. First, socially constructed and ever practiced 
polygamous marriage is tended to be one of factors that 
erode livelihood assets of women mainly land. This is due 
to the fact that at the time of plural marriage, reallocation 
(division) of assets (such as  land, livestock,  etc)  among 



 
 
 
 
wives will eventually result in diminishing of those assets 
per household. Besides, plural wife means more children 
will be born from each wife and will escalate family size 
and this in turn will cost a lot on the entire family in terms 
of expenditure of income.  Second, the study has 
revealed that women of the study area are under severe 
pressure due to nature induced catastrophes. Drought is 
one of such catastrophes that erodes the livelihood 
assets of pastoralists and agro-pastoralists in general 
and of women in particular.  The real net effect of such 
episodes is that: 
 
(1) They over-burden women as women will be caught in 
extra activities such as caring for emancipated and sick 
livestock, carrying forage for animal feed, and so forth 
other than normal activities during drought season.  
(2) Drought entails mobility following livestock in search 
for better pasture and water as this in turn results in split 
of families in to two (women, children, and small 
ruminants will remain around homestead while males and 
able bodied boys follow livestock). In such cases, women 
become accountable for all roles in the household in the 
absence of husband bearing multifaceted roles.  
 
Furthermore, in addition to the aforementioned 
predicaments, the study has identified other plights that 
substantially obstruct women‟s pursuit of both 
supplementary and major livelihood activities in the study 
areas. Under-developed and absence of market, poor 
infrastructure especially roads, and lack of education 
(high prevalence of illiteracy) are some of the hindrances 
to women‟s livelihood in the areas under scrutiny.  
Finally, as proposed by SLF, livelihood security can be 
attained by having access to and control basic livelihood 
assets as indicated in Figure 1. The framework 
proponents further argue that mere access to these 
assets doesn‟t guarantee livelihood security unless they 
are not mediated by proper polices, institutions, and 
processes. Drawn up on this framework, the study 
ascertained that women of pastoral and agro-pastoral 
communities, residing in vulnerable context (draught, 
climate change, and population pressure) lacked access 
to major livelihood assets such as land, human capital 
(low educational status), physical infrastructures, saving 
and credit, and so forth.  

 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
The study has already identified and delineated the major 
roles that women of pastoral and agro-pastoral societies 
are playing in securing livelihoods at household level. 
Moreover, the major challenges that women of the 
societies under study are suffering from are also 
ascertained. The point is those identified obstacles to 
women‟s pursuit of livelihoods should be curbed if 
women‟s social  and  economic  status  is  needed  to  be  
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positively progressed. With this aim in mind, the following 
recommendations are forwarded for the concerned 
governmental, NGOs, or other philanthropic 
organizations to give undue attention in their intervention 
process.   
 
(1) With regard to plights induced by nature during severe 
drought, the provision of aids and the entire philanthropic 
activities should be in such a way that takes in to account 
women‟s problems and programmed to minimize their 
problems.  
(2) So as to reduce socially constructed problems mainly 
plural marriage and its associated problems, consecutive 
awareness rising education should be given by different 
government bodies such as Women‟s Affairs Office‟s  
workers expertise and other NGOs 
(3) As much as possible, undue attention should be given 
to the expansion of physical infrastructures such as roads 
that would ease the pursuit of both supplementary and 
normal livelihood activities for women in the study areas 
(4) In order to curb problems related to illiteracy, as 
requested by women of the study area, adult education 
that centered women should be launched not only in the 
study areas but also all pastoral and agro-pastoral areas 
in the region 
(5) To ensure women‟s access to financial assets, there 
should be fair distribution of saving and credit institutions 
and the rules and regulations associated with such 
institutions should be relaxed so that rural pastoral and 
agro-pastoral women can be benefited from the 
schemes.    
(6) The entire policies and projects that would be 
designed for pastoral communities should focus on the 
prevention and reduction of the effects of natural 
catastrophes before causing devastating damage on the 
livelihood assets in general and that of women in 
particular   
 
 
CONFLICT OF INTERESTS 
 
The authors have not declared any conflict of interests. 
 
 
REFERENCES 
 
Asian Development Bank (ADB)(2008).  The Sustainable Livelihood 

Approach, Solution to Knowledge. 
Alemu T (2006). The Roles, Prospects and Challenges of Micro Credit 

in Improving the Status of Women in Selected Pastoralist 
Community” A Report Prepared for the SOS Sahel Gender and 
Pastoralism Project, Addis Ababa. 

Baulch B, Umer A (2005).Trading in an Uncertain Environment: 
Livestock Marketing and Price Behaviour in the Somali Region of 
Ethiopia. Report for the Pastoral Communication Initiative. Brighton: 
Institute of Development Studies. 

Belay W, Gamach F .(2016). Challenges and Prospects in Sustainable 
Livelihood Security and Cope up With Shocks among Ethio-Somali    
Pastoralists and Agro-Pastoralists: The Case of Awbare and Kebri-
Beyah Districts (unpublished) 

Birtukan A (2016). Rural women‟s  access  to  and  control  over land  in 



42          Int. J. Sociol. Anthropol. 
 
 
 

East Gojjam during the Derg and EPRDF, Springer Berlin Heidelberg. 
Chambers R, Conway G (1992). Sustainable rural livelihoods: practical 

concepts for the 21st century. IDS Discussion Paper No. 296. 
Brighton, UK, Institute of Development Studies. 

Elizabeth MK (2008). Women  and  Development.  Copenhagen 
Consensus 2008 Challenge Paper, Copenhagen Consensus Center.  

 Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) (2011). The State of Food 
and Agriculture. Women in Agriculture, Closing the Gender Gap for 
Development.  

Flintan F (2006). Combating Marginalisation of Pastoralist Women: SOS 
Sahel‟s Experience in Ethiopia” Gender & Development 14: 223-33. 

Flintan F (2007) „A Sharing of Past Experiences‟ in: Ridgewell and 
Flintan (eds.) (2007) Gender and Pastoralism Vol. 2: Livelihoods and 
Income Development in Ethiopia SOS Sahel Ethiopia, Addis Ababa 

Flintan F (2006). Combating Marginalisation of Pastoralist Women: SOS  
Sahel‟s Experience in Ethiopia, Gender & Development 14:223-33. 

Frankenberger T (1996). Measuring household livelihood security: an 
approach for reducing absolute poverty. Food Forum, No.  34. 
Washington, DC, USA. 

Gittinger J (1990). Household Food Security and the Role of Women, 
World Bank Discussion Papers No 96, Washington D.C.: World Bank. 

Haggman T (2006) .Pastoral Conflict and Resource Management in 
Ethiopia's Somali Region. PhD Thesis, Swiss Graduate School of 
Public Administration (IDHEAP), University of Lausanne. 

Jackson E (2011). The Role of Education in Livelihoods in the Somali 
Region of Ethiopia, A Report for the BRIDGES project,  Feinstein 
International Center. 

Quisumbing A (2003). Household Decisions, Gender, and 
Development: A Synthesis of Recent Research. IFPRI, Washington 
DC. 

Quisumbing A, Maluccio J (2003). Resources at marriage and 
intrahousehold allocation: Evidence from Bangladesh, Ethiopia, 
Indonesia, and South Africa‟ Oxford Bulletin of Economics and 
Statistics, 65(3):283-328. 

PFE, IIRR, DF (2010). Pastoralism and Land: Land tenure, 
administration and use in pastoral areas of Ethiopia. 

Reshid A (2004). The Role Of Women In Agro-Pastoral Household 
Food Security-The Case of Erer Woreda, Shinile Zone, Somali 
National Regional State (Unpublished MA Thesis) 

Ridgewel A, Flintan F (2007). Livelihoods & Income Development in 
Ethiopia, Gender &   Pastoralism; SOS Sahel Ethiopia: Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia, Volume 2. 

Ridgewel A, Getachew M, Flintan F(2007). Rangeland & Resource 
Management in Ethiopia, Gender & Pastoralism; SOS Sahel Ethiopia: 
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, Volume 1. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
Sofa Team, Cheryl D (2011). The Role of Women in Agriculture: ESA 

Working Paper No. 11-02. The Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations www.fao.org/economic/esa 

Saito KA (1994). Raising the Productivity of Women Farmers in Sub-
Saharan Africa,World Bank Discussion Paper 230, Africa Technical 
Department Series, Washington, D.C.: World Bank. 

Smith LC, Ramakrishnan U, Ndiaye A, Haddad LJ, Martorell R (2003). 
The importance of women‟s status for child nutrition in developing 
countries. IFPRI Research Report 131. IFPRI (International Food 
Policy Research Institute), Washington, DC, USA. 

Woreda Disaster Risk Profiling Programmed (WDRPP).2012. Summary 
of Harshin Woreda profile. 

World Bank (2001). Engendering development: through gender equality 
in rights, resources, and voice. World Bank, Washington D.C. 



 

 

Vol.10(4), pp. 43-48, June 2018 

DOI: 10.5897/IJSA2018.0754 

Article Number: 45FA8DB57600 

ISSN: 2006- 988x 

Copyright ©2018 

Author(s) retain the copyright of this article 

http://www.academicjournals.org/IJSA 

 

 
International Journal of Sociology and 

Anthropology 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Full Length Research Paper 
 

The right to food as a human right in South Sudan 
 

Jacob K. Lupai 
 

Department of Agricultural Sciences, College of Natural Resources and Environmental Studies, 
University of Juba, South Sudan. 

 
Received 25 January, 2018; Accepted 9 April, 2018 

 

The study on access to food when it is available and affordable is to increase knowledge of the extent 
the right to food is recognized and protected as a human right in South Sudan. The objective of the 
research is to determine the level of state’s obligation in protecting the right to food and the level of 
food availability. Secondary data is reviewed in contrast to where a questionnaire field survey is carried 
out. The results show that South Sudan is among the most food insecure countries with as high as 33% 
of the population depending on food aid for nutrition. At least 1 million people are severely food 
insecure. In addition, investment in the agricultural sector is limited with budgetary allocation to the 
sector as low as 0.1% of the total budget. South Sudan has limited legal obligation to recognize and 
protect the right to food because it is not explicitly stipulated in the Transitional Constitution, 2011 and 
neither in any other legal instrument. However, South Sudan is a party to the Convention on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights, 1966, which confirms that the States Parties recognize the right of everyone 
to adequate food and the fundamental right to be free from hunger. In contrast, in developed countries 
such as the United Kingdom those with limited means are entitled to social security benefits which 
include income support so that people have access to food.  
 
Key words: Food, food security, human right, transitional constitution, South Sudan. 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
South Sudan is a landlocked country endowed with 
abundant and diversified resources in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. It has a population estimated at 8,260,490 and an 
area of 644,330 km with 83% of the population living in 
rural areas (Southern Sudan Counts, 2010).  Most people 
in the rural areas are subsistent farmers.  

South Sudan has a high potential for increases in 
agricultural production to achieve food security. The 
National Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security is 
charged with making South  Sudan  fully  food  secure  at 

household and regional level and, to produce quality 
surplus products for the market (Ministry of Agriculture 
and Forestry, 2006). Focusing on the extent to which the 
state is executing its obligation, if any, to recognize, 
respect, protect and promote the right to food, is 
imperative for sustainable development goals at the 
national level. This is intended to increase knowledge of 
the right to food and food security in South Sudan. 
Apparently there has been hardly any study carried out to 
determine to what extent South Sudan  is  legally  obliged 
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to recognize, respect, protect and promote the right to 
food and food security as a human right. 

The purpose of the research is to examine causes of 
food insecurity, assess the extent the state is 
recognizing, respecting, protecting and promoting the 
right to food, and to assess availability, adequacy and 
affordability of food. 

The problem is that it is not clear whether South Sudan 
has an obligation to recognize, respect, protect and 
promote access to food as a human right. This is 
because South Sudan is a party to the Convent ion on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966, which 
confirms in Article 1(1, 2) that the States Parties 
recognize the right of everyone to an adequate standard 
of living for himself and his family, including adequate 
food and also that the States Parties recognize the 
fundamental right of everyone to be free from hunger. 
This makes the focus on assessing the extent to which 
South Sudan has an obligation to protect the right of 
access to food for nutrition as a human right. This is 
because lack of food for nutrition is a problem. For 
example, in 2016 the number of undernourished people 
in the world increased to an estimated 815 million, up 
from 777 million in 2015 and the food security situation 
has worsened in parts of Sub-Saharan Africa including 
South Sudan (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, and WHO, 
2017). In view of the aforementioned food security 
situation, an assessment will be made of the extent 
people in South Sudan have access to food as a human 
right.   
 
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 
With regard to Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), South 
Sudan is committed to eradicate extreme poverty and to that end 
has envisaged that the proportion of the population that would be 
living under the national poverty line by the year 2013 would have 
gone down by 46% (National Bureau of Statistics, 2013). However, 
undernourishment of people remains a big challenge. This is 
evidently so when the budget for agriculture and food security is a 
mere 0.1% of the total budget (Ministry of Finance and Planning, 
2017). This seems to suggest that there is hardly any investment in 
agriculture to improve production for the achievement of food 
security. 

The research methodology used is secondary sources review for 
qualitative data in contrast to quantitative methodology where a 
questionnaire is administered to a sample got from a sample frame.   
 
 

The right to food at global level 
 

The right to food means there should be an obligation to protect the 
right for people to have access to food for nutrition and also 
guaranteed availability of food at all times as needed. Worldwide, 
there are more than 700 million people suffering acute 
undernourishment and in South Asia there is the greatest 
concentration of people suffering from hunger, and it is in Africa that 
their situation is deteriorating fastest (Delpeuch, 1994). 
Undernourishment through lack of food and malnutrition through a 
qualitative lack of proteins, vitamins or minerals, are common, 
especially in the period between harvests when food stocks are 
virtually exhausted. The concern is how to ensure food security.  

 
 
 
 

Considering nutritional well-being to be a basic right of every 
individual means that in principle, no compromise is acceptable 
concerning the right to food (FAO, 1996a). The International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) in 
1966 defined and formalized the right to food as a basic human 
right. Article 11 of the Covenant stipulates that the States Parties to 
the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to adequate 
standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate 
food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of 
living conditions. Also, Article 11 stipulates that the States Parties to 
the present Covenant, recognizing the fundamental right of 
everyone to be free from hunger, shall take individually and though 
international cooperation, the measures, including specific 
programmes, which are needed to improve methods of production, 
conservation and distribution of food by making full use of technical 
and scientific knowledge, by disseminating knowledge of the 
principles of nutrition and by developing or reforming agrarian 
systems in such a way as to achieve the most efficient development 
and utilization of natural resources. 

In the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), 1948 
Article 25 stipulates that everyone has the right to a standard of 
living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his 
family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and 
necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of 
unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other 
lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond their control. 

Under the UDHR and in the ICESCR, the right to food at the 
global level shows that this right is recognized and promoted in 
whatsoever circumstances. The right to food is a human right that 
cannot be ignored or wished away. It is a fundamental human right 
that is seen as equivalent to the right to life, liberty and the security 
of person. This may explain the extent the right to adequate food is 
recognized in several instruments under international law. It is 
reaffirmed that the right to adequate food is indivisibility linked to 
the inherent dignity of the human person and is indispensable for 
the fulfillment of other human rights enshrined in the International 
Bill of Human Rights. 

The realization of the right to adequate food is one thing. 
However, it has been noted that while reporting guidelines are 
available relating to the right to adequate food, only few states 
parties have provided information sufficient and precise enough to 
enable the determination and prevailing situation in the countries 
concerned with respect to the right to food and to identify the 
obstacles in the realization of this right. This suggests that it may 
not be possible to assess precisely the extent to which the right to 
adequate food is being realized in the various countries. 
Nevertheless, the strong expression on the right to food at the 
global level shows the world’s determination on the inherent human 
right of everyone to food for nutrition and well-being. It is for 
everyone not to be seen going hungry to bed.  

The right to food at the global level brings food security into 
focus. When the Heads of State and Government gathered at the 
World Food Summit in Rome in 1996, they declared that, food 
security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and 
economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their 
dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life 
(FAO, 1996b). The declaration by the Heads of State and 
Government has been quoted from time to time that is has become 
the definition of food security. This means that according to the right 
to food at global level, all people; at all times anywhere have the 
right to adequate food for nutrition and well-being. As agriculture is 
at the heart of food security (Maxwell, 2001), this means investment 
in the agricultural sector for increases in production to achieve food 
security is the key. Since the agricultural revolution the vast majority 
of people have lived on little but grain (Wynne-Tyson, 1988). 

Investment in improved seeds, fertilizers, water pumps, better 
animal drawn ploughs and harrows, and simple revolving weeders 
and threshers works to improve yields for the  achievement  of  food  
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Table 1. Classification of food insecure households in Ethiopia. 
 

Classification Rural Urban Others 

Chronic 

Resource poor households: 

Landless or land scarce 

Ox-less 

Poor pastoralists 

Female- headed households 

Elderly 

Disabled 

Poor non-agricultural households 

Newly established settlers 

Low income households 
employed in the informal 
sector and groups 
outside the labor market: 

Elderly 

Disabled 

Female-headed 
households 

Refugees 

Disabled 

Ex-soldiers 

    

Transitory 

Less resource poor households vulnerable to shocks, 
especially but not only drought: 

Farmers and others in drought- prone areas 

Pastoralists 

Others vulnerable to economic shocks e.g. in low potential 
areas 

Urban poor vulnerable to 
economic shocks, 
especially those causing 
food prices rise 

Groups affected 
by temporary 
civil unrest 

 

Source: Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 1996. 
 
 
 
security (Lappe and Collins, 1982). According to Lappe and Collins, 
the faster growing seeds of the green revolution make it possible for 
two and sometimes more crops to be grown successfully in the 
same field in one year. This goes to confirm that investment in 
improved technology is the key to increase production for food 
security. Without food availability, it may be unrealistic to expect the 
right of food and food security to be realized. However, the 
availability of food does not necessarily mean that everyone will 
have automatic access to food. Access to food implies somebody 
must have the means to purchase food in the market. This means 
that somebody needs to have an income in order to have access to 
food that is needed by purchasing it. This is where it is imperative to 
determine the extent the state is obliged to protect the right to food 
as a human right in a situation where anybody has no income. 

 
 
The right to food in South Sudan 

 
In South Sudan, the right to food is not mentioned in the Bill of 
Rights in the Transitional Constitution (Ministry of Justice, 2011). 
However, the right to food is implied. Under Economic Objectives, 
Article 37(1) states that the principal objectives of the economic 
development strategy shall be the eradication of poverty, attainment 
of the Millennium Development Goals, guaranteeing the equitable 
distribution of wealth, redressing imbalances of income and 
achieving a decent standard of life for the people of South Sudan. 
The right to food is therefore underpinned by the economic 
objectives. For example, the objective on eradication of poverty 
implies people will have access to food.  

 
 
Causes of food insecurity 

 
Causes of food insecurity are many. They range from man-made to 
natural calamities. Food insecurity is either transitory or chronic or 
both. Both transitory and chronic problems of food insecurity can be 
severe. Transitory food insecurity is seasonal while chronic food 
insecurity occurs over a long period of time. Table 1 shows a 
classification  of  food   insecure   households,   an   example   from  

Ethiopia (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 1996). 
In South Sudan, more than a third of the population of 8.26 

million is severely food insecure and South Sudan is one of the 
most food insecure countries (United Nations, 2016). Table 2 
shows budgetary allocation for each sector in South Sudan.  

Table 2 above shows another cause of food insecurity where the 
agricultural sector is being starved of resources more than any 
other sector. The causes of food insecurity can be traced to the 
poor budgetary allocation to the agricultural sector. Table 2 
confirms that the agricultural sector gets 0.1% of the total budget, 
totally far below what the heads of African government had 
suggested decades earlier that the budget for agriculture should be 
up to 25% of the total budget (Maxwell, 2001). This was clearly to 
achieve food security on the continent as there should be a 
deliberate strategy to improve food security (Hubbard, 1995). 

In South Sudan, conflict and insecurity have pushed the country 
down into the situation of severe food insecurity.  A major military 
confrontation between the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) 
factions erupted in mid-December 2013 and the conflict is still on-
going and having major impacts on food security status of South 
Sudanese households (FAO/WFP, 2014). According to FAO/WFP, 
inter-communal and inter-ethnic conflicts during 2013 and high food 
prices have caused enormous impacts on food security of 
households. This confirms that conflict and high food prices are 
some of the main causes of food insecurity in South Sudan. In a 
survey in May 2013 on the biggest issue or concern that most 
impacts people’s daily life or family, the vast majority of 
respondents said the biggest issue or concern was food 
shortages/famine (International Republican Institute, 2013). This 
seems to confirm that the achievement of food security should be 
one of the top priorities in agricultural policy. This means the 
causes of food insecurity should be dealt with accordingly. As 
stated by Hubbard (1995), there should be a deliberate strategy to 
improve food security. The eruption of conflict in Juba, the capital, 
on 15 December 2013 spread rapidly to Jonglei, Unit and Upper 
Nile states has led to gross human rights violations with farmers 
fleeing to escape the conflict (South Sudan Human Rights 
Commission, 2014) is clearly making food security worse. Sub-
Saharan Africa is the only region in the world currently facing 
widespread chronic food insecurity (Devereux and Maxwell, 2001). 
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Table 2. Budgetary allocation for each sector in south Sudanese pounds.  
 

S/N Sector Budget Percentage Priority 

1 Accountability 8,026,118,295 18.1 3 

2 Economic 534,391,449 1.2 9 

3 Education 1,862,205,015 4.2 5 

4 Health 1,033,006,240 2.3 6 

5 Infrastructure 872,927,049 2.0 7 

6 Natural resources and rural sector 809,181,551 1.8 8 

 Livestock and Fisheries Industries 25,977,618 0.06  

Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security 59,256,664 0.10  

Ministry of Wildlife Conservation and Tourism 683,263,702 1.50  

Ministry of Environment and Forestry 37,130,693 0.08  

Land Commission 3,552,874 0.01  
     

7 Public administration 16,131,289,592 36.3 1 

8 Rule of law 3,960,504,117 8.9 4 

9 Security 11,045,691,426 24.9 2 

10 Social and humanitarian assistance 167,671,586 0.4 10 

 Total 44,442,986,320 100.0  
 

Source: Approved Budget Book Fiscal Year 2017/18, Ministry of Finance and Planning, 2017, Republic of South Sudan. 
 
 
 
Assessment of the extent the right to food is a human right 
 
At the global level the right to food is recognized as a basic human 
right. The fundamental right of everyone to be free from hunger is 
recognized and measures are to be taken to improve methods of 
production and distribution of food. Everyone has the right to a 
standard of living adequate for the wellbeing of people and this 
includes the availability of food. However, assessing precisely the 
extent to which the right to food is a human right is a challenge 
because of the lack of sufficient information. The right to food as a 
human right is mostly in theory. In practice, it is hardly possible to 
assess the extent to which the right to food is a human right. 

In South Sudan it is not possible to assess the right to food as a 
human right. There is no legal instrument to oblige the state to 
recognize, respect, protect and promote the right to food as a 
human right. It is therefore not possible to make any assessment 
when there are no legal instruments. However, through the United 
Nations the right to food is recognized when people are severely 
food insecure. This usually prompts an appeal for humanitarian 
assistance for people to have the right to food for nutrition in 
protecting the right to life. 

 
 
Assessment of food availability, adequacy and affordability 
 
Agricultural yields in South Sudan remain low due to limited 
irrigation, scant use of certified seeds and fertilizers, limited use of 
modern technology and small plots of land (WFP, 2012). This 
suggests that availability of food is limited. According to the WFP 
stagnation in agricultural growth coupled with a significant increase 
in the population has led to cereal deficit. A total of 4.8 million 
people, that is one in every three people in South Sudan, are food 
insecure and food insecurity is further aggravated by seasonal 
variations and worsening food production conditions (United 
Nations, 2016). This seems to suggest clearly that availability and 
adequacy of food is limited in South Sudan. However, even if food 
is available and adequate, this does not guarantee that everyone 
can afford to access it. For  example,  Western  Equatoria  in  South 

Sudan produces surplus of maize and sorghum, but yet hunger still 
affects 23% of the population (WFP, 2012). The WFP states that to 
ensure food security the ability of households to buy sufficient food 
needs to be supported by increasing incomes and purchasing 
power. 

It can be assessed that food availability, adequacy and 
affordability in South Sudan is a challenge. South Sudan has been 
gripped by soaring prices in the markets and shortages of essential 
commodities (Taban, 2015). It can therefore be seen that food 
availability and adequacy may be a challenge but food affordability 
is an acute problem in South Sudan. 

Food security is not just a question of raising food production for 
availability and adequacy, but ensuring that the rural and urban 
poor do not go hungry (World Commission on Environment and 
Development, 1987). To ensure that the rural and urban poor do 
not go hungry suggests that the poor must have the means to have 
access to food. This means the poor must have some income most 
likely through employment. However, when someone is 
unemployed and lacks any means of income, access to food may 
be a challenge. In rich developed countries of the world such as the 
United Kingdom, the unemployed are likely to be entitled to social 
security benefits which include income support (Le Grand, 1982). It 
is clear that in the United Kingdom, a rich country, the unemployed 
have income support that enables them to have access to food. In 
contrast, in South Sudan, a poor country, there is no such thing as 
social security with income support to the unemployed as one of the 
benefits. This makes it obvious that the poor unemployed in 
developing countries face much more food insecurity than those in 
rich developed countries. 
 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
The mission of the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry 
(2006) in South Sudan is to transform agriculture from 
traditional system to a modern one to achieve food self-
reliance by 2011. However,  the  results  of  the  research  



 

 
 
 
 
show that: 
 
1. Based on the estimates from the October 2011 Food 
Security Monitoring System (FSMS) at least 1 million 
people in South Sudan are severely food insecure and 
this category would require unconditional humanitarian 
food assistance (WFP, 2012).  
2. Decades of war and conflict have left South Sudan 
food insecure and dependent on food imports (Multi 
Annual Strategic Plan, 2012).  
3. It is estimated that 33% of the population of South 
Sudan is severely food insecure countries (United 
Nations, 2016).  
4. The budget for the agricultural sector is incredibly as 
low as 0.1% of the total budget for the fiscal year 2017/18 
(Ministry of Finance and Planning, 2017).  
 
The results of the research show that South Sudan will 
continue to be food insecure until agriculture is accorded 
the priority it deserves as the backbone of the economy 
and peace is achieved in the country. Achievement of 
peace and a stable environment, and investment in 
agriculture are the ways forward. The focus on the right 
to food should also be on self-reliance in food production. 
The real criterion of self-reliance must always be that all 
the people have access to an adequate amount of food 
which requires the allocation of control over agricultural 
resources at the local level (Lappe and Collins, 1982). 
Lappe and Collins see self-reliance as depending on the 
initiative of the people, not on government directives.  

There are two ways to invest in agriculture. Budgetary 
allocation to the agricultural sector should be increased 
as one way and attraction of both foreign and domestic 
investment is the other. These are the ways to 
development of the agricultural sector in the effort to 
achieve food security in South Sudan.    

Unless South Sudan cultivates a culture of self-reliance 
through investment in agriculture, the country is likely to 
remain food insecure and people cannot rely on the right 
to food as a human right. The right to food is not well 
articulated in the Transitional Constitution of the Republic 
of South Sudan but only the MDGs are mentioned with 
number one as the eradication of extreme poverty and 
hunger (Ministry of Justice, 2011). However, this has no 
force of law because a citizen cannot sue the State in a 
court of law for having their right to food violated when 
they have no means for access to food. It seems South 
Sudan has no legal obligation to recognize, respect, 
protect and promote the right to food. 

Food is available and adequate in South Sudan but 
affordability is a challenge. High food prices are the major 
issue of households in South Sudan (FAO/WFP, 2014). 
For example, one kilogram of beef in Juba, the capital, is 
800 South Sudanese pounds (SSP) while the average 
salary of a laborer is about 500 SSP. 

With the effect of the conflict in South Sudan, it is clear 
that  a  conflict  can  be  devastating  in  terms  of  human  
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rights violations and abuses, and the effect these have on 
food production thereby causing food insecurity when 
crop fields become battle grounds. Peace and stability 
are therefore essential in order for people to concentrate 
on agriculture to achieve food security. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, South Sudan has domestically limited legal 
obligation to recognize, respect, protect and promote the 
right to food as a human right because it is not explicitly 
stipulated in the Transitional Constitution, 2011, and 
neither in any other legal instrument.  
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 
 
The research has attempted to provide answers to the 
research questions with reference to the right to food as a 
human right. However, there are areas where further 
research could still be possible to increase knowledge 
and understanding of the complexities of achieving food 
security and the state’s obligation to recognize, respect, 
protect and promote the right to food as a human right. It 
is recommended that further research should be carried 
out to determine what would be the most important felt 
need of people, either to have their right to food, right to 
work or the right to freedom of speech respected and 
protected. Further research is recommended on why and 
how South Sudan is not producing enough food despite 
substantial fertile land and in view of low budgetary 
allocation, only 0.1% of the total budget goes to the 
agricultural sector. This is for decision making.   
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