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UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
Local and indigenous communities across the world are 
advancing innovative sustainable development solutions 
that work for people and for nature. Few publications 
or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives 
evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they change 
over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories 
with community practitioners themselves guiding the 
narrative. The Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap.

The Equator Initiative, supported by generous funding 
from the Government of Norway, awarded the Equator 
Prize 2015 to 21 outstanding local community and 
indigenous peoples initiatives to reduce poverty, protect 
nature, and strengthen resilience in the face of climate 
change. Selected from 1,461 nominations from across 

126 countries, the winners were recognized for their 
achievements at a prize ceremony held in conjunction 
with the United Nations Convention on Climate Change 
(COP21) in Paris. Special emphasis was placed on the 
protection, restoration, and sustainable management 
of forests; securing and protecting rights to communal 
lands, territories, and natural resources; community-
based adaptation to climate change; and activism for 
environmental justice. The following case study is one in 
a growing series that describes vetted and peer-reviewed 
best practices intended to inspire the policy dialogue 
needed to take local success to scale, to improve the global 
knowledge base on local environment and development 
solutions, and to serve as models for replication. 

http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858
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2006

Location 

Southern Ethiopia and northern Kenya

Beneficiaries 

70,000 people directly, and more than 500,000 people 
indirectly, in southern Ethiopia and northern Kenya

Areas of focus

Pastoralism, climate change adaption, conflict resolution, 
land rights, food security, advocacy
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PROJECT SUMMARY
Extreme weather and droughts have historically 
brought the Borana and Gabra pastoral tribes 
into conflict over pastureland, water, and natural 
resources. The Oromia Pastoralist Association (OPA) 
was created to facilitate the cross-border mobility 
of pastoralist tribes between southern Ethiopia 
and northern Kenya and is helping to address 
land disputes, resource conflicts, and the barriers 
these vulnerable groups face to coping with 
climate change. The association pursues peaceful 
coexistence and now has a track record of three 
consecutive years without a single community 
conflict. Cross-border community dialogue and 
the co-creation of conflict resolution strategies, 
including ‘reciprocal resource use agreements’, are 
helping to reduce overgrazing and soil erosion, 
improve market access for pastoralist products, 
and build resilience to climate-related stresses. 
The model has the potential to be transferred to 
neighboring regions where resource and water 
scarcity are growing challenges and has already 
been replicated in Somalia.

The depiction and use of boundaries and related information 
shown on maps or included within in text of this document are not 
guaranteed to be free from error, nor do they imply official acceptance 
or recognition by the United Nations. 

https://vimeo.com/154791014
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

A 600-kilometre border divides Kenya and Ethiopia, 
extending from Lake Turkana in the West to the town of 
Dolo in the East. Though the two East African countries are 
separated by political boundaries on the map, a variety of 
social and ecological factors, including drought, changing 
weather patterns, conflict, and a history of cross-border 
mobility connect this transboundary ecosystem. 

The region is home to more than two million people, including 
15 indigenous tribes, the largest of which are the Borana and 
Gabra. On the northern side of the border lies Oromia Region, 
one of Ethiopia’s nine regional states, which is divided into 
administrative zones and even smaller woredas (districts). A 
diverse array of wildlife, including zebras, elephants, lions, 
and birds live within this semi-arid and arid climate, which 
experiences erratic rainfall and low precipitation. The mean 
annual rainfall ranges from 400 to 750 millimetres, with two 
rainy seasons bookending the longer dry months. 

Livestock production forms the backbone of the local economy. 
Approximately 80 percent of household incomes rely on 

cattle, camel, goats, and sheep for their economic security. To 
a pastoralist, livestock is more than a mere ingredient for the 
local diet. Each herd represents cash to address basic needs, 
savings for emergencies, a symbol of status and wealth, and an 
anchor for social and cultural identity. 

To ensure the survival of their livestock, many pastoralist 
groups have adopted a nomadic lifestyle. By moving 
regularly through the region’s bush, woodlands, and 
grasslands, pastoralists have historically been able to cope 
with scarce water supplies and seasonal fluctuations in 
pasture quality. Livestock graze on various grasses such as 
Chloris roxburghiana, while communities and animals alike 
find respite under the shade of acacia trees. Particularly 
during droughts, pastoral groups have been known to move 
across both customary and national land borders in pursuit of 
greener pastures and more reliable water sources. Increased 
demand for natural resources can lead to competition among 
pastoralist groups – and on occasion, can result in conflict.  

Origin and structure

The Oromia Pastoralist Association (OPA) was originally 
formed to promote peace among Oromo pastoralist 
groups and to address a perceived lack of representation of 
pastoralist voices in government policy and development 
processes. In 2006, a group of 72 pastoralist elders hailing 
from six different administrative zones across Ethiopia’s 
Oromia Region, namely Borana, Bale, Guji, East Shewa, 
West Hararghe, and East Hararghe, came together to 
establish OPA with the following main objectives:

 ■ Advocate and support the creation and implementa-
tion of favorable and workable policies and strategies 
for developing pastoralist areas. 

 ■ Promote peaceful coexistence among pastoralist 
communities within Oromia and along its borders 
with other regions and other countries.

 ■ Promote sustainable customary resource management 
practices and food security of pastoralists and their 
institutions.

 ■ Strengthen capacities of pastoralists and local 
communities to effectively participate in evidence-
based decision-making issues affecting their livelihoods.

Today, an executive director leads a team of 13 technical and 
support staff from the head office in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. 
The association is steered by a board, which is made up of two 
representatives from each pastoralist community in which OPA 
works. This board is divided into an executive committee and 
three branches, operating in South Oromia, Southeast Oromia-
Bale, and Central and West Oromia. Within each branch, 
executive committees lead meetings held at woreda (district), 
zonal (a larger area comprised of woredas), and regional levels.  
In total, OPA works with 75 pastoral communities. Women play 
an active role in the association, holding positions in OPA’s 
general assembly, board of directors, technical staff, and local 
standing committee. By working with elders and traditional 
leaders, OPA supports free, prior, and informed consent of 
community groups. 
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LOCAL CHALLENGES

Accelerating conflict between tribes for natural resources in the face of climate change

Transhumance, or the seasonal movement of livestock 
between pastures, has long bled across the national 
borders of Kenya and Ethiopia. Land tenure among 
pastoralist groups in southern Ethiopia and northern 
Kenya is communal and has been historically negotiated 
through customary settlements. Pastoralist groups within 
the region, such as the Borana, Gabra, Geri, and Guji, 
have resided as neighbors using a complex customary 
administrative structure that governs socioeconomic, 
environmental, and political affairs. While there have been 
periods of peace, the region has also seen decades of 
conflict over limited resources, which has resulted in the 
loss of thousands of lives and the displacement of tens 
of thousands of families. Historically, cultural norms of 
revenge would reignite cycles of violence.

In the context of East African pastoralism, climate change 
functions as a ‘threat multiplier,’ exacerbating the threat 
of resource-related conflict. Recurring drought poses a 
significant threat to the economic and food security of 
pastoralists. In 2011 and 2012, when the Horn of Africa 
suffered a severe drought that impacted more that 13 
million people, pastoralists were acutely affected by the 
mass death of livestock. Climate change is projected 
to cause increased mean temperatures, desertification, 

and extreme weather events. As temperatures climb, the 
ground’s surface temperature burns livestock hooves. 
While a slight increase in rainfall is predicted in the 
future throughout Oromia, Afar, and Somali Regional 
States, increasingly erratic rainfall will pose a problem for 
pastoralists. Heavy rain will wash away grass seeds, damage 
crops, and chill the body temperature of weakened cattle. 
The latter can result in livestock death. 

In recent years, overgrazing, climate change-accelerated 
drought, and land degradation have compromised natural 
resources vital for grazing, including pasture land and 
water. Inter-tribal competition and preexisting ethnic or 
group rivalries have intensified with ecological scarcity, 
sometimes resulting in communal revenge attacks, cattle 
raids, and counter raids. This conflict can result in the 
loss of life of both community members and livestock, 
psychological trauma, and restricted movement. It also 
disrupts nomadic grazing movement patterns. As a result, 
communities’ coping strategies against drought are 
further jeopardized. In response to widespread conflict, 
some pastoralist communities have abandoned traditional 
patterns of nomadism and adopted a sedentary lifestyle, 
developing settlements near water access points. 

Poverty

Transboundary pastoralists experience some of the 
highest rates of poverty and lowest human development 
in Ethiopia.  Frequent droughts, physical insecurity, and 
restrictions on the effective utilization of natural resources 
has contributed to poverty rates of around 60 percent. 

In times of conflict, pastoralists lack access to markets 
to sell expanding markets, inhibiting the growth of their 
economic livelihoods. Approximately 15 percent of Borana 
pastoralists are food insecure throughout the year.

Land degradation

Conflict, poverty, and increased sedentarism have serious 
ramifications for the local ecosystem, including overgrazing 

and deforestation. During times of conflict, individuals 
experiencing extreme poverty have been known to resort 
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to alternative livelihoods that cause ecological damage, 
such as cutting down trees for charcoal production or 
firewood. Moreover, the local population has grown by 

two to three percent, increasing the strain on an already 
overexploited ecosystem.

Insecure customary resource tenure rights

Pastoral groups in the region have traditionally used 
customary land management to allocate the shared resources 
necessary for mobile livestock grazing, such as pasture, water, 
and mineral licks – naturally occurring depositions of salts and 
other essential minerals for livestock consumption. The land 
tenure system is flexible and customarily regulated, often 
contingent upon membership to a certain group. In some 
cases, pastoral groups who claim a right to certain resources 
might negotiate with another group to permit access. 

In recent years, due to a lack of formal legal protections, 
pastoralists have lost thousands of hectares of grazing land 

to private developers and commercial ranches. Examples 
of commercial ranches established are Dambala Wachu 
Ranch (12,000 hectares), Sarite Ranch (17,000 hectares), 
Walensu Ranch (25,000 hectares), Dida Liban Ranch (4,000 
hectares), Dida Tuyura Ranch (over 4,000 hectares), and 
Agirte Ranch (8,000 hectares). Privatization of land has 
resulted in the displacement of pastoralist communities 
from their traditional lands, reducing the scope of fertile 
grazing sites and heightening economic insecurity in the 
face of climatic change and drought. 
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LOCAL RESPONSES 

Organizing inter- and intra-community peace dialogues

OPA’s commitment to nonviolently addressing conflicts 
over natural resources through mediation makes the 
path to peaceful co-existence between pastoralist groups 
possible. The association has supported the creation of 
intra and inter-community mechanisms to facilitate peace 
dialogues, conferences, and trauma healing sessions. 
These sessions adopt a participatory approach, which 
foregrounds indigenous customary dispute resolution 
techniques. International NGO partners are often 
present at these meetings to support the proceedings, 
while government bodies also participate to respond 
to relevant issues. Through this method, some affected 
pastoralists groups have agreed to ‘reciprocal resource 
use agreements,’ which determine how groups agree to 
use scarce natural resources.  For example, in 2007, OPA 
helped facilitate an ‘experience-sharing’ meeting between 
neighboring Somali and Oromia pastoralist communities 
in the Hudet woreda. OPA has facilitated the restoration 
of peace and security in the Fillo, Dire, and Teltell districts 
in southern Ethiopia and the localities of Dukana, Forole, 
and Saru in northern Kenya. In a crucial breakthrough, 
peace has lasted for three consecutive years to date. Peace 
forums for women have also been established. 

Peace dialogues enhance the capacity of local community 
actors to mediate conflicts and disputes over natural 
resource use in a more coordinated manner. Long 
standing peace has enabled pastoralist communities to 
be more mobile with their livestock. In turn, increased 
mobility has resulted in positive consequences for the 
environment, such as curbing overexploitation of grazing 
lands, reducing the rate of deforestation for charcoal 
production, and minimizing soil erosion.

Protracted peace has brought extensive economic benefits 
to pastoralist communities. Families no longer need to 
sell their livestock to buy firearms; instead, they are able 
to invest in their children’s education, health, and new 
economic opportunities. Without the presence of conflict, 
members are able to dig traditional water ponds and 
prepare animal feed, anticipating leaner times. As a result 
of inter-tribal cooperation and communication, locals can 
access cross-border markets, where they can receive a fair 
price for their livestock before the drought season. These 
benefits have roundly contributed to the economic and 
climate resilience of pastoralist populations.

KEY IMPACTS 

Organizing inter- and intra-community peace dialogues

 ■ Between 2013 and 2015, resource related conflict in the region has declined by 70 percent. 
 ■ Three years of peace have allowed the Borana and Gabra communities to better prepare for drought 

and sell their livestock across border markets.
 ■ Decreased conflict has enhanced promotion of peace and stability.
 ■ Peace has allowed children to more consistently attend school.
 ■ Pastoralists have better access to cross-border marketplaces. 
 ■ More than 70,000 people have directly benefitted from OPA’s peace dialogues and 500,000 have 

indirectly benefitted. 
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Engaging pastoralists in policy processes

Building on the peace dialogue process involving target 
groups comprised of local pastoralists and traditional 
leaders, OPA facilitates the identification of key policy 
issues affecting these communities. The organization 
serves as an intermediary, relaying and these messages to 
local and national government actors. OPA also supports 
the participation of pastoralists in key policy events and 
forums, so that communities are able to better advocate 
for inclusive policy design. 

For example, in partnership with the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), OPA created the project 
‘Participation for Change,’ which aimed to strengthen 
local participation in the policy process and improve food 
security in southern Ethiopia’s dryland pastoral areas. Over 
the course of 36 months, pastoralists were encouraged to 
participate in evidence-based decision-making on food 
security issues. 

KEY IMPACTS 

Engaging pastoralists in policy processes 

 ■ Strengthened relationships between communities and civil society. 
 ■ Establishment of local government line departments focusing on pastoralism.
 ■ Implementation of pastoralist rights enshrined in the constitution of Ethiopia.

Strengthening livelihood capacities of women

Inter-tribal conflict asymmetrically affects the economic, 
social, and psychological well-being of women. Conflict 
can result in psychologically traumatic events such 
as sexual violence or the death of partners or family 
members. Women can also sustain post-conflict economic 
losses, such as losing milking livestock, which is a resource 
that is traditionally controlled by women. 

As a result of OPA’s peace-building initiatives, women have 
secured free movement to areas previously difficult to 
access due to conflict, such as marketplaces, water points, 
and grazing pastures. With access to these spaces, women 

are better placed to engage in local economic activities 
and enhance the economic security of their families. 

OPA has encouraged women to participate in local 
community dialogues, discussion sessions, and 
decision-making processes. Female leaders within 
the community have been engaged in local dispute 
resolution interventions. In effort to further encourage 
female participation, OPA has publicly recognized ‘high-
impact’ women who have demonstrated dedication to 
peacebuilding.

KEY IMPACTS 

Strengthening livelihood capacities of women 

 ■ Increased participation of women in the local economy.
 ■ Empowerment of women to participate in political processes and decision-making.
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Organizing inter-and intra-community dialogues on resource management

Under the shade of acacia trees, OPA regularly gathers 
pastoralist groups to discuss how to sustainably 
manage scarce natural resources in the face of resource 
competition, land degradation, climate change, and 
drought. The association hosts workshops and dialogues, 
where target groups identify different coping strategies 
to address these challenges. This has resulted in many 
pastoralist communities resuscitating sustainable 
traditional grazing practices, such the rotational use of dry 
and wet season grazing areas and water, as well as a return 
to nomadic grazing. Some communities have also started 
breeding animals more carefully, choosing to feed limited 
livestock in the best quality pastures. Other communities 
have specifically enclosed communal rangeland in effort 
to develop fodder banks – a preemptive move to prevent 
future feed scarcity. As a result of using this traditional 
approach, communities have seen a regeneration of areas 

previously affected by soil erosion. Since the introduction 
of protected grazing areas, the number of acacia trees 
have increased. 

Building on this extensive traditional knowledge of 
local ecosystems, OPA has also organized community 
information sessions about climate change, weather, and 
meteorological conditions. Capacity building trainings on 
early warning signs and the ‘Do No Harm’ principle have 
also taken place. Information sessions on the livestock 
market provide complementary information, helping 
communities to stay up-to-date on economic fluctuations 
and strategically identify the best times to sell their 
livestock. These activities equip local pastoralists with a 
deeper knowledge base, and in doing so, help prepare 
them for climate change-induced hazards. 

KEY IMPACTS 

Organizing inter- and intra-community  
dialogues on resource management

 ■ Improved coping strategies of local pastoralist communities in the face of drought and adversity.
 ■ Reduction of dry season overgrazing and rainy season soil erosion.
 ■ Stronger, more peaceful sharing culture of cross-border resources, such pasture and water.
 ■ Increased access to local and cross-border markets for target groups, which has strengthened their 

economic security and resilience.
 ■ Access to up-to-date information about weather/meteorological conditions, fluctuations in the 

livestock market, and climate change. 
 ■ Promotion of early warning systems to local tribes. 
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POLICY IMPACTS  

National policy impacts

Where once there was a distinct lack of representation 
for pastoralists in policy processes, OPA has built 
strong relationship with local political actors, regional 
government, and the Ethiopian government. OPA uses its 
platform to advocate for the rights of pastoralists within 
policy spheres. For example, their advocacy has resulted in 
the establishment of local government line departments 

working on pastoralism. OPA sits on a board that oversees 
the land certification process in Oromia Region, which 
allows the association to push for official recognition of 
pastoral land rights. OPA’s policy impacts are particularly 
notable because there are very few civil society 
organizations working on peacebuilding in Ethiopia. 

Contributions to global agenda

Nomadic pastoralism developed as an adaptation to an 
unpredictable climate and limited natural resources. As 
climate change impacts intensify globally, successful 
approaches to facilitate peaceful use of natural resources 
will be vital, particularly with regards to cross-border 
mediation. On an international level, OPA delegates 
have represented Ethiopian pastoralists in the regional 
council of East Africa and attended conferences in 

Kenya, Uganda, Switzerland, and Spain. OPA’s work 
likewise directly contributes to the achievement of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). For example, 
the environmental and economic impacts of their peace-
building dialogues promote the goals of no poverty (SDG 
1), quality education (SDG 4) gender equality (SDG 5), 
climate action (SDG 13), and life on land (SDG 15). 
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication

OPA has drawn up a document detailing its best practices, 
including its intra and inter-community peace committee 
structure and ‘reciprocal community-led design,’ which can 
be disseminated to neighboring regions where resource 
and water scarcity are challenges. The association’s model 
has already been replicated among Somali and Oromo 
pastoralist groups in the Guji and Liben zones of Ethiopia. 
It is expected to be further replicated throughout East 

Shewa (Argoba-Kereyu) and West Hararghe (Issa-Oromo) 
in the Oromian Region of Ethiopia. Outside of Ethiopia, 
the Somali Regional Pastoral Council has used the OPA 
model to facilitate conflict resolution with more than 200 
pastoralists. OPA’s model has the potential to be further 
transferred to neighboring regions where resource and 
water scarcity pose threats to pastoralist communities.

Scalability

Successful examples of cross-boundary initiatives led by 
indigenous groups are vitally important in the context of a 
changing climate. Over the past three years, target groups 
participating in OPA’s community dialogues have honed 
two key community messages to scale up to decision and 
policy makers. First, they are calling for the establishment 
of a border pastoral commission to facilitate cross-border 
pastoral movement and economic integration. Second, 

they are advocating for the development of a pastoral 
land registration and certification system that is based on 
the communal holdings of pastoralists, so that pastoralists’ 
collective land may be protected from the encroachment 
of private developers. These messages were delivered to 
government policymakers in 2013 and 2015. More recently, 
the idea of pastoral land registration and certification has 
garnered some support from local government.

Sustainability

The association is committed to using approaches that 
ensure the long-term engagement and consent of all key 
actors. OPA’s investment in capacity building, dialogue, and 
networking with local government structures will translate 
into stronger representation of pastoralist perspectives 
in government decision-making processes, as well as the 
potential acknowledgement of customary approaches in 

local policy. As of 2015, OPA was one of three NGOs still 
permitted to work in Ethiopia. The association has managed 
to sustain their peacebuilding and conflict resolution work 
due to their strong reputation among stakeholders and the 
government. That said, the long-term sustainability and 
scalability of OPA relies on the support of its members, as 
well as local and international partners. 

FUTURE PLANS
One key area of future exploration is the official recognition of pastoral land rights. Providing formal 
legal protection would reduce the risk of pastoralist communities losing their traditional lands to private 
developers and provide avenues for redress and compensation. Moving forward, OPA will likewise 
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continue to use reciprocal agreements between pastoralist groups as a means of furthering dispute 
resolution, sustaining natural resource management, and increasing pastoral resilience to drought and 
climatic change. 

PARTNERS
Non-governmental:

 ■ Pastoralist Forum Ethiopia (PFE): Supported an 
initial study that led to the establishment of OPA. 
In addition, the organization provided OPA with 
financial and material support, as well as membership 
in its consortium. 

 ■ Action for Development (AfD): Supported initial 
study that led to the establishment of the association. 
Provided initial financial and material support.

 ■ German Cooperation (GIZ): Established a partnership 
with OPA. Supported its activities and administrational 
work through financial support and by assigning 
technical staff.

Governmental:

 ■ Justice Bureau of Oromia: Provided a certificate of 
registration that has legalized the association.

 ■ Pastoral Areas Development Commission: Provided 
political backup for OPA’s local intervention. Renews 
OPA’s license on annual bases. Regularly supports 
OPA as requested.

 ■ Oromia Bureau of Administration and Security: 
Closely supports OPA’s local conflict resolution 
interventions. Gives political backup for OPA’s overall 
organizational work.

Other partners:

 ■ International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN)

 ■ Ethiopia-European Union Civil Society Fund-II
 ■ Catholic Agency for Overseas Development(CAFOD)
 ■ Scottish Catholic International Aid Fund (SCIAF)
 ■ Trocaire (CST)
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