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Policy Brief  

Forty years of natural hazards1 turning into food insecurity disasters in eastern Africa: 
actions to enhance climate-related disaster risk reduction in food security and agriculture  

For over 40 years, natural hazards (mainly droughts, floods and landslides) have affected millions of 

people in the eastern Africa sub-region. The impact of these hazards have been high, continue to rise in 

frequency and are mostly felt in the agriculture and food sectors. In some other countries of the World 

with comparable exposure to weather and climate variability, livelihoods impacts are much lower and 

do not necessarily result in resurgent food insecurity disasters. The major impediments in the sub-

region lie in the high vulnerabilities and low coping capacities of the eastern African populations, mostly 

sustaining their livelihoods through rainfed agriculture. This brief examines underlying reasons why a 

sub-region that benefits from a substantial share in humanitarian assistance for food security is still 

striving to reduce hunger and poverty caused by recurrent natural hazards. Action and policy recom-

mendations to change this situation are provided.  

Policy recommendations for reducing disasters risks in food and agriculture sectors 

1. Enhance agricultural risk and food security profiling to understand location specific causes of risks to 
the food and agricultural sectors;   

2. Link climate early warning information to food security and agricultural risk profiles in order to trans-
late the climate early warning information into quantitative food insecurity early warning.  

3. Improve the relevance, access and use of climate early warning to farmers in order to influence change 
in farmers’ behaviour and favour their ability to sustain their livelihoods despite hazards. 

4. Develop infrastructure and technologies that mitigate the impacts of weather variability and climate 
change, while boosting the currently low agricultural productivity and profitability. 

5. Systematically leverage investments to support Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) in the agriculture and 
food sectors: 

a. Focus agricultural investments on risk informed agricultural and food systems in order to minimize the 
risk of losing investments when hazards arise; 

b. Ensure that national and international investments in agriculture and food systems are proofed from or 
take measures to reduce the risk of subsequent natural hazards; 

c. Progressively ensure that one quarter of funding disbursed for emergency response addresses the caus-
es of natural-induced disasters affecting the communities; 

d. Disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation are closely linked and contribute to sustainable 
development. In agriculture, they should be addressed in an integrated way. 

6. Consider ending natural hazards-induced hunger in eastern Africa as a “common but differentiated 
responsibility”: 

a. Rural dwellers’ agricultural produces have many beneficiaries along the agricultural value chains. Agri-
cultural financing should thus benefit from structural social protection and risk transfer. 

b. A well-tailored disaster risk reduction approach for food security and agriculture is an advisable cure to 
systematically reducing, if not ending, hunger in eastern Africa. 

1    A hazard is a process, phenomenon or human activity that may cause loss of life, injury or other health impacts, property 

damage, social and economic disruption or environmental degradation. A Disaster is a serious disruption of the functioning of a 

community or a society at any scale due to hazardous events interacting with conditions of exposure, vulnerability and capacity, 

leading to one or more of the following: human, material, economic and environmental losses and impacts. (Source: http://

www.preventionweb.net/files/50683_oiewgreportadvanceuneditedversion.pdf)  

http://www.preventionweb.net/files/50683_oiewgreportadvanceuneditedversion.pdf
http://www.preventionweb.net/files/50683_oiewgreportadvanceuneditedversion.pdf


The most challenging natural hazards for agri-

culture & food security in eastern Africa 

In eastern Africa, the most challenging hazards are 

droughts, floods and landslides . These natural 

hazards are all triggered by weather or climate vari-

ability and change. They also represent the typology 

of hazards that have huge impacts on agriculture 

and food security. As a result and due to heavy reli-

ance on rainfed agriculture in the eastern Africa sub-

region, many affected people have been relying on 

external assistance and support that is largely con-

stituted of food items or agricultural inputs and oth-

er life-saving support.  

Furthermore, as shown in the Figure 1 below, the 

number of people affected has been rising since 

1971. For instance, with regards to drought events, 

the 10-years (1971-1980) average   number    of     

people     affected    was below 1 million by 1981, 

reached 4 million in 1991, raised to 5 million in 

2001 and exceeded 7 million by 2011. In 2015 alone, 

at least 14 million people were affected by El-Nino 

induced drought in the sub-region. An FAO study 

(2015) has shown that between 1980 and 2014 

droughts affected 203 million people in eastern Afri-

ca; often having major cascading effect on national 

economies. For example, in Kenya between 2008 

and 2011 drought caused crop production losses 

affecting the food processing industry, which was 

reflected in declining sectoral growth in the same 

period.  In regards to landslides and flooding events, 

the 10-years (1971-1980) average number of people 

affected was exceeding 450 thousand in 1981, and it 

had dropped below 150 thousand by 1991.  

However, a rising impact has been observed since 

then. The 10-years (1991-2000) average number of 

people affected exceeded 350 thousand people by 

2001 and continued to rise beyond 490 thousand by 

2011. In 2015 alone, more than 1 million people 

were affected by landslides and floods in the eastern 

Africa sub-region. 

 

Responding to recurrent disasters in eastern 

Africa: a cause for concern 

In order to manage disasters risks, four priorities 

were identified as part of the Sendai Framework for 

Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030. FAO’s Disaster 

Risk Reduction for Food and Nutrition Security 

Framework Programme (Table 1) is aligned with the 

Sendai Framework and guides its translation into 

action in the agriculture sectors. 

Cognizant of the need to address recurring food in-

security due to natural hazards, countries in the sub-

region have set up policies, strategies and institu-

tions. Taken up in the events, the institutions have 

focused most of their efforts on addressing the im-

pacts. In this context, most countries have built ex-

perience in the development of contingency plans in 

order to respond to the events. Such plans focus 

their resources allocation for assistance to affected 

subjects.  

Figure 1. Records of people affected by droughts, landslides and floods in eastern Africa (compiled from CRED database) 
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Table 1. Sendai Framework 2015-2030 and FAO DRR for Food 

and Nutrition Security Framework Programme 

 

In addition, early warning systems (EWS) were de-

veloped to monitor and alert on potential risks. The 

EWS information is generally used for preparing re-

sources mobilization for humanitarian assistance to 

affected communities. 

To further build the resilience of affected communi-

ties, safety net programmes were also developed and 

have been able to mobilize substantial resources. 

Such programmes were designed with the aim to 

strengthen affected people’s livelihoods assets. Af-

fected people “graduate” from such programmes af-

ter a certain time benefiting from the programme. 

However, when another disaster strikes, the number 

of people affected increases and includes some grad-

uates falling back in the dependency status.  

Given the situation in Figure 2, the established cul-

ture of response to disasters in the sub-region is a 

cause for concern for the following main reasons: 

1. The magnitude of natural hazards in eastern Afri-

ca is classified in the medium to low categories. 

However, all the eight countries in the sub-

region suffer relatively huge impacts and thus 

rank among the top 37 of the 192 countries 

assessed for their risk proneness in the World. 

The weakness lies in people’s high vulnerabilities 

and lack of coping capacities (Figure 2). 

 

2. Early warning information in the sub-region 

is still not effectively triggering early action to 

prevent disasters. Established early warning 

systems in the sub-region are probabilistic and 

are not yet able to timely specify with actionable 

confidence and spatial resolution the magnitude 

of forecasted impacts. In addition, communities 

and farmers are often not using the information 

to adjust their practices because they receive it 

too late or do not understand it.  

 

Figure 2. Global ranking of risk for countries in the eastern Africa sub-region (www.inform-index.org) 
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3. Many vulnerable communities carry out risky 

and unsustainable agricultural practices. On 

one side, there is an alarming lack of access to 

improved agricultural practices in location specif-

ic contexts. On the other side, some communities 

do not have sufficient incentives to adopt new 

practices due to cultural perceptions (e.g. some 

risk prone lands cannot be abandoned; dietary 

change can be difficult to mainstream due to bad 

perceptions about some crops) as well as the ex-

pectation of external assistance should a disaster 

strike. As a result, risky and unsustainable prac-

tices are further increasing the communities’ vul-

nerabilities after every disaster. There are areas 

where food assistance was provided from one 

generation to the next. Should it remain a culture, 

with relatively high rates of population growth, 

whose responsibility will it be to provide? It is 

therefore vital to further facilitate the adoption of 

sustainable agricultural practices and to restore 

the degraded natural capital, particularly in dry-

lands, wetlands and mountains. 

 

4. There is a bias towards disaster response in 

interventions devised by most resilience 

practitioners, governments and donors. Dis-

asters, when they occur, are emotional and drive 

the media and donors’ attention: 

 Resilience practitioners, standing ready to 

develop response plans and emergency ap-

peals to mobilize resources from donors, have 

focused most of the resources and efforts to-

wards building communities’ assets which 

were depleted by hazards. Such actions have 

indeed saved lives. However, efforts to ad-

dress underlying causes of vulnerabilities are 

still limited. 

 Donors expect requests for funding to be 

raised well ahead of time and assume that 

livelihoods would then become more resilient 

to subsequent natural hazards. Even fast-track 

procedures normally require some time to 

prepare. How early is therefore not too late? 

The sub-region is also one of those receiving 

most food aid in response to nature-induced 

disasters. Unless disaster response funding 

rises with the rising number of affected peo-

ple, it is critical for donors to consider and 

require that a significant portion of the fund-

ing addresses the root causes of the disasters.  

 It is not yet clear to most governments’ deci-

sion makers why proactive investments for 

managing disasters risks would be beneficial, 

compared to actually responding. Most gov-

ernments have set up contingency plans and 

Disaster Risk Management institutions with 

inadequate financial resources. Should a dis-

aster occur, decision makers stand ready to 

initiate resource mobilization for humanitari-

an response at the expense of sustainable de-

velopment through national budget realloca-

tion and requests for external assistance. De-

velopment progress, which could have been 

achieved to date, is therefore continuously 

hindered. 

 

5. The average cost-benefit ratio of 1:4 has been 

documented for investing in Disaster Risk Re-

duction (DRR)3. In other words, costs incurred 

today due to disasters could have been avoided 

by investing only one quarter of their equivalent 

in DRR. The magnitude of resulting disasters to-

day are closely linked to the lack of investments 

in DRR. 

 

In conclusion, it is critical and opportune to apply 

the policy recommendations in order to effectively 

mainstream and implement disaster risk reduction 

in agriculture and food security strategies and plans 

of eastern Africa countries and institutions. Other-

wise, progress towards sustainable development 

goals in general, adapting to climate change and 

ending hunger and malnutrition in eastern Africa 

will be jeopardized.  

3  ADB (2016), Supporting Disaster Risk Reduction, Asian 

Development Fund’s 12th Replenishment Meeting, 24-27 

February 2016, Kathmandu, Nepal  
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(Climate change adaptation and mitigation in dry-lands) at SFE. It is a result of publications 
review and extensive consultations with stakeholders working on DRR, agriculture and food 
security in the sub-region. 
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