
SUMMER SCHOOL CONCEPT

BUILDING RESILIENCE FROM BELOW IN THE FACE OF 
CHRONIC UNCERTAINTY IN THE DRYLANDS

1. Introduction and Rationale
Drylands hold significant importance globally. They host a variety of unique flora and fauna, provide 

critical ecosystem services such as carbon sequestration and nutrient cycling, support the livelihoods 

and culture of millions of people who rely on pastoralism and agropastoralism and contribute immensely 

to the economic well-being of households, countries and regions through livestock production and 

tourism. African countries, for instance, derive between 10% - 44% of their GDPs from pastoral livestock 

production (Africa Union 2010) and in Kenya, the total economic value of pastoralism amounts to US $ 

1.13 billion (Nyariki & Amwata, 2019).

Despite the central role they play globally, drylands (also called arid and semi-arid lands or ASALs in 

Kenya) are among regions of the world with the lowest human development indicators, and are highly 

vulnerable to the adverse impacts of climate change. This is as a result of diverse and complex ecological 

and socio-political processes that include years of neglect and marginalization by colonial and post-

independence governments. To address the high poverty levels and vulnerability, billions of dollars have 

been invested in these regions by diverse state and external actors, with the stated objective of enhancing 

the resilience of dryland communities. However, poverty and vulnerability to diverse shocks remain high, 

with the recent Horn of Africa drought. for instance, resulting in critical water and forage deficits that led to 

the death of millions of livestock and severe hunger that affected over 36 million people (WFP, 2023).

The growing erosion of dryland communities’ adaptive capacity provides an important moment of reflection on 

existing policy and practice disconnects. A critical question for actors to consider is why dryland communities 

appear to have become more vulnerable despite multi-billion dollar investments in resilience interventions in 

the drylands in the last four decades. One explanation for this paradox relates to the nature of resilience policy 

and practice in the broader Horn of Africa region. 

Research and experience show that despite a growing body of evidence about its appropriateness as 

a land use and production system in the drylands, pastoralism remains on the fringes of development 

policy frameworks with the main policy direction aimed at replacing it with ‘more efficient’ and modern 

production systems such as irrigation and ranching. Consequently, most responses to the shocks in the 

drylands are framed with the assumption that pastoralism is inherently vulnerable and requires recurrent 

relief, so people need to diversify out of it. This biased view is rooted in superior assumptions of the 

https://www.crdd-kenya.org/blog/post/addressing-dryland-policy-disconnects-and-their-effects-on-pastoralists-in-eastern-africa


sedentary agricultural systems. It entrenches an age-old misconception of pastoralism as an inefficient 

and environmentally destructive form of livelihood which perpetuates poverty in the drylands. This 

situation requires us to rethink resilience-building using a transdisciplinary perspective.

In partnership with the Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR), Jameel 

Observatory Food Security and Early Action, and the Feinstein International Centre, Tufts University, 

CRDD has been engaging with alternative, locally relevant and grounded perspectives to promote 

effective early warning, response and adaptation (resilience from below). Part of this work involves 

organizing a Summer School that brings together Master’s and PhD students in the fields of Natural 

Resource Management, rangelands, livestock systems, political/social/economic aspects of dryland 

areas etc to examine how resilience has been understood and applied in drylands based on locally 

relevant and grounded perspectives. The aim is to prepare the next generation of practitioners with the 

necessary skills to engage with pastoral contexts more appropriately.

2. Summer School Aims and Objectives
This proposed Summer School builds on recent scholarship and policy recognizing the ecological, 

social and economic value of pastoralism(African Union, 2010; Fitzgibbon, 2012; Nyariki & Amwata, 

2019), and the capacity of pastoralist communities to navigate shocks, variability and uncertainty (Roe, 

2020; FAO, 2021, Scoones, 2023). During a five-day training involving lectures and fieldwork, emerging 

and future drylands researchers will be introduced to the concept of ‘resilience from below’, with 

the theoretical and empirical inspiration emanating from an ongoing regional action research project, 

Exploring Local Constructs of Resilience in the Face of Chronic Uncertainty in the Drylands. The action 

research is premised on an understanding of pastoralists as ‘high-reliability professionals’ with the 

capacity to manage the high variability and uncertainty characterising drylands through a combination of 

knowledge, assets, networks and resources. By participating in the Summer School, the participants will:

i.	 Familiarise themselves with key debates on pastoral livelihoods in relation to the diverse social, 

ecological and political changes in dryland areas

ii.	 Get exposure through peer-to-peer learning and ideas towards co-creating alternative 

methodological and analytical approaches in conducting research, and implementing resilience 

and humanitarian programs in drylands

iii.	 Explore the possibilities of a network of emerging and future scholars to counter 

misperceptions about pastoralism and to champion the privileging of pastoralists’ knowledge, 

assets and networks in research, policy and practice

3. Potential topics
The following topics will be covered during the Summer School:

i.	 Keynote - A historical-ecological perspective on Pastoralism in the Horn of Africa

ii.	 Policy perceptions of pastoralism and prescriptions for pastoralist development 

iii.	 Pastoralism, uncertainty and development 

iv.	 Rethinking pastoralist resilience 

v.	 Contemporary changes and challenges in the Drylands

•	 Climate change and variability 

•	 Large-scale land investments 

•	 Community-based conservation 

•	 Land reforms and land rights

•	 Peace and Conflict



vi.	 Gender and social inclusion in pastoral contexts

vii.	 State and pastoralism (governmentality/laws/policies) – use this session to review 

positive policy developments such as the AU Policy Framework on Pastoralism and 

specific national level policies

viii.	 Early warning and humanitarian action in pastoral contexts

ix.	 Media and pastoralism 

4. Target participants
The intended participants are Master’s and PhD students from Kenya and other countries from the 

Horn of Africa who have an interest in the social, economic, political and ecological dynamics of 

dryland ecosystems. Applicants must show proof of enrolment and consistent progress in a Master’s 

or PhD program at a university located in the region.

5. Summer School venue and duration
The Summer School will be in-person in Isiolo, one of the dryland counties in Kenya. The Summer 

School will last five days from 24th to 28th of February 2025.

6. Approach and Facilitators
Participation in the Summer School will be in person. It will be delivered through a combination of 

lectures, participatory exercises and fieldwork facilitated by a team of international research and policy 

experts on diverse social, political, economic and ecological drylands dynamics. Some of the key 

facilitators include Professor Ian Scoones (IDS Sussex), Professor Elizabeth Stites (Tufts University), Dr. 

Hussein Tadicha (CRDD), Dr. Guyo Malicha, and Professor Emeritus Gufu Obba (Formerly of Norwegian 

University of Life Sciences) currently Executive Director of Gaadisa Gummi Foundation (GGF). Other 

scholars and practitioners will also be involved.

7. Funding
Participation in the Summer School will be fully funded through the support of the Australian Centre 

for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR), CRDD, the Jameel Observatory Food Security and Early 

Action, Feinsten International Centre, Tufts University.
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