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While famine in Somalia has been averted during the first quarter of 2023, 6.5 million people are still need humani-
tarian assistance! Moreover, a sixth consecutive rainy season with below average rainfall is expected, and the risk of
famine (Integrated Phase Classification (IPC) Phase 5) remains possible. The global community must take urgent
action to protect communities on the frontline of the g|obo| climate crisis and he|p them to be more resilient in the
face of worsening climate shocks.

The Somalia Resilience Population Measurement (RPM Activity conducted a qualitative and quantitative study to
understand if and how households are coping during the ongoing drought. RPM is a five-year USAID-funded project
coordinated and co-implemented by Mercy Corps. Through a five-year panel survey and recurrent monitoring survey
(RMS), the project seeks to improve upon current resilience measurement approaches in order to inform program
adaptation and better decision-making. In this first round of the RMS, the research team focused on agro-pastoral
households living in select geographics zones (livelihood zones 15 & 162), as they are the most severely affected by the
drought.

WHAT CAN WE DO?

As the droughf continues to threaten the lives and livelihoods of millions of pos’rorohsfs and farmers in Somalig,
communities and households are employing a wide range of resilience capacities® to respond to the drought. Conver-

1 Meaning Integrated Phase Classification (IPC) Phase 3) or worse; EEWS NET (20923).

2 A livelihood zone is an area within which people share brooo”\/ the same pattern of livelihood, inc\ud\'ng options for obtaining food and income and market op-

portunities. See FEWS NET Somalia Livelihood Zone Map.

3 Resilience capacities refer to the strategies households utilize to improve their |ong—‘rerm weHbe'\ng and bounce back effectively in the face of shocks and stresses.

Coping includes the short-term strategies households rely on in response to shocks and stresses. Distress strategies refer to households’ responses once they have
exhausted their coping strategies and adversely impacts their long-term wellbeing (e.g. reducing food consumption)


https://fews.net/east-africa/somalia/alert/february-28-2023
https://fews.net/east-africa/somalia/livelihood-zone-map/august-2015
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Time cash assistance activities to households’ debt cycle to increase effectiveness and take
advantage of opportunities to bolster local markets.

Access to loans and credit has been critical to households’ capacity to survive and access basic resources during the
drought, with external assistance often used to not only repay debts in a timely manner but establish creditworthi-
ness among local businesses. Monitoring household debt cycles and repayment patterns alongside routine market
monitoring, inc|uo|ir1g among local traders and vendors, may also enable aid actors to idenﬂfy opportunities to further
reinforce local markets through intentional assistance to small businesses. As a result, aid actors may be better able
to time activities and allocate assistance amounts (particularly cash assistance) to ensure they achieve programmatic
oufcomes.

Research Priorities

Households in drought-prone areas employ a wide range of capacities to prepare for and respond to climatic shocks.
To understand what unique capacities have been effectively employed in anticipation and response to the current
drought, this research focused on outlier households,* which are defined as individuals who employ somewhat uncom-
mon yet effective strategies to respond to adversities and ultimately fare better compared to their peers from similar
backgrounds. Research examined which communities and households have managed to prepare and respond to the
drought more effectively at different time points, what resilience capacities were being employed, and whether or not
they received external assistance in addition to early warning signals of distress.

4 Also known as positive deviant households. Positive deviance is the “behavioral and social chonge opprooch which is prem\'sed on the observation that in any
context, certain individuals confronﬁng similar cho“enges, constraints, and resource deprivoﬂons to their peers, will nonetheless emp|oy uncommon but successful
behaviors or strategies which enable them to find better solutions.” For more information on posifive deviance see BetterEvaluation.


https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/plan/approach/positive_deviance
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To understand the strategies considered effective, the initial round of qualitative data collection of the RMS consisted
of interviews and focus groups and informed the design of a quantitative field survey fo determine the prevo|ence
of this behavior within the chosen subpopu|oﬁon. The first set of |eorning questions below ne|peo| elucidate which
capacities mattered for these outlier communities in the context of the current drougn’r and to nigh|ignf opportunities
for odop’roﬁon and investment.

1. Who are the outlier communities in the context of the current drought? Which resilience capacities and
resources are they using to respond to the current drought? And how do these capacities and resources
shift over time, in response to different stages of a shock/crisis?

2. At what point do outlier communities start depleting their existing capacities and start applying distress
coping strategies? How can aid actors better monitor these signals?

3. In what ways are outlier communities benefiting from NGO-led interventions to adapt to and cope with
the current drought (and their ability to access/exercise critical coping strategies)?

What Did We Learn?

Research found that while these outlier households were equo||y irnpocfed by the severity of the drougn‘r, their effec-

tive use of coping and resilience strategies allowed them to withstand its ramifications for much |onger. They confinue

to fare better than the average household in their community even as the drougnf stretches on, due to a number of
factors, inc|uo|ing access to credit and cash assistance, and Jrhrougn diversifying their income sources.

‘[Outlier households] have no worries about the current drought because of their long-
lasting plan for maintaining their lives. They have different income generating activities
/ike, pou/fry raising, small business, small vegefob/e gordens, money exchonge and being
part of community savings that they put aside a small amount of each month.”

-Male casual laborer, Morshinile IDP camp, July 2022

The quantitative survey showed us that these outlier households in the somp|e exhibit nigher levels of food security
relative to erpico| households, with adults and children being more |i|<e|y to have at least two meals a doy. Further-
more, these outlier households were subs’ron’rio”y more |i|<e|y to report using the Fo||owing capacities when cornpored
to typical households: access to credit and borrowing (37% vs. 8%) and finding casual labor opportunities in town
(25% vs. 4%). When looking at livelihoods, prior to the drought, typical households were more dependent on farming
income than the outlier households, who were more dependenf on business income. Farming income sources have
fallen subs‘ron‘rio”y since the beginning of the drougnf while business income sources are neor|y uncnonged. While
both outlier and erpico| households s‘rrugg|eo| to access credit at times, outlier households were able to find more
local informal sources of credit to cope with the drought. Overall, there were low levels of reported types of NGO
support received, with the hignes‘r categories being short term and |ong term cash transfer programs (8% and 7%
respecﬁve|y), and most was used to meet immediate needs or to pay back credit. These Findings o|ign with Mercy
Corps’ research about greater reliance on markets, social networks, and local support systems over traditional aid to
cope with crises® The qualitative findings draw out more nuanced findings below.

+  Two factors were decisive when it came accessing credit: 1) individuals that were well-known or well-established
in their community were more |ike|y to receive credit versus those that were not, and; 2) households that were
selected to receive external assistance, which fney often used to repay debts, found it easier to access credit from
local business owners.

«  Many households that received external assistance repor’red using it to repay their debts in a firne|y fashion, which
ne|peo| to establish their creditworthiness among local businesses and shop owners and ensure future access to
credit.

«  For those who primori|y engoged in ogro-posforo| livelihoods, noving mu|ﬁ|o|e sources of income—porﬂcu|or|y
non—ogricu|furo| oc‘riviﬂes—ne|ped households meet some needs and access some basic necessities. These individ-
uals often engoged in casual labor activities—such as co||ec’ring and se||ing firewood and se||ing easy fo harvest

5 Beyond Cash: Making Markets Work in Crisis.



https://www.mercycorps.org/research-resources/beyond-cash-markets-crisis
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leafy vegetables. Those that engaged in more skilled labor activities, such as teaching, tailoring, and construction,
fared even better when it came to coping. These livelihood activities were less vulnerable to climate shocks, were
in higher demand, and provided higher wages.

+  Based on previous experiences with the 2011/12 famine and 2016/17 drought, some households made the choice to
diversity their livelihood activities, establishing small businesses alongside their agricultural activities because they
had fared better during previous crises. Moreover, participation in savings groups and VSLA programs helped
them develop small nest eggs that later became crucial to supporting their households and livelihood activities
during the drough‘r.

Future rounds of data collection may look more closely at the types of businesses owned and sectors in which partici-

pants operate to understand which sectores coped better and which ones may need additional support from aid
actors. This is especio“y imporfant in areas removed from markets and supp|y chains.
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