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In April 2018, Kenya was hit by severe floods. Overflowing dams and rivers displaced 300,000 people.  
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ABOUT THIS PAPER

This country brief is part of a series of four publications focusing 
on Kenya, Somalia, South Sudan, and Burundi. The country 
briefs build on a foundational review paper published in August 
2025: The Intersection of Mobility, Environmental and Climate 

Change, and Conflict in the East and Horn of Africa: A synthesis 
of the existing knowledge and remaining research gaps. The four 

country briefs seek to address some of the research questions 
identified in the review paper, such as the different demographic, 
social, and economic factors influencing vulnerability to climate-
related migration and displacement, and how climate and 
environmental drivers are interacting with other drives to trigger 
movement decisions. 
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This research is being undertaken as part of the “Managing the 
impacts of environmental change and conflict on mobility in 
Eastern Africa through evidence-based inclusive policy dialogue 
and collaborative actions (MECMEA)” project. The project is made 
up of a consortium of members led by the Horn of Africa Regional 
Environment Centre and Network (HoA-REC&N), and including 
Mixed Migration Centre (MMC), Association Djibouti Nature, 
South Sudan Nature Conservation Organization (SSNCO), and 
PanAfricare Kenya.
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reflecting the position of the European Union or ICMPD. Moreover, 
the position of MMC does not necessarily reflect the position of 
the Danish Refugee Council.
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Key findings
This brief examines the interconnections of environmental and climate change, conflict, and cross-border 
movement to Kenya. The findings are based on 1,067 in-person interviews with Somali and Ethiopian refugees and 
migrants, who have been exposed to the impacts of climate change such as floods or droughts, between April and 
May 2025 across three northern and eastern counties of Kenya (Garissa, Marsabit, and Mandera). 

1. Almost all refugees and migrants in the surveyed locations moved because of prolonged environmental 
impacts, mainly because of drought, rather than one-off climatic events like flooding. Flooding (26%) and 
prolonged drought (89%) are the most frequently cited environmental drivers of mixed migration. 

 

2. Migration is often driven by the need to survive. Some 76% of respondents displaced by drought (n=957) 
moved after livestock loss and 63% cited crop failure. Most people waited up to two years, until their resources 
were fully depleted, before they made the decision to move. Migration decisions were also influenced by existing 
social and community networks. 

 

3. Not moving (immobility) can be a sign of deep vulnerability. Among respondents who reported that some 
people in their household stayed behind (n=227), 77% had family members who remained to care for land, 70% 
to tend livestock, and 48% stayed due to caregiving responsibilities. 

4. Climate stress worsens conflict, insecurity, and poverty. Environmental change acts as a threat multiplier, 
exacerbating the impacts of armed conflict, economic decline, and insecurity. Among respondents who believed 
that climate factors influenced the conflict drivers that led to their displacement (n=256), 70% reported armed 
conflict and terrorism as a reason to leave, 56% mentioned political unrest and riots, and 43% reported crime 
and general insecurity.

 

5. People displaced across borders by environmental shocks face considerable abuse and hardship, 
sometimes from transiting highly insecure geographies to reach places of physical and economic 
security. Among instances in which respondents perceived abuse and harm (n=378), physical violence (57%), 
sexual violence (35%), and extortion (56%) were top risks for adults; and of respondents who perceived risk for 
children (n=735), most cited injury (67%), physical violence (34%), and even death (30%). 

 

6. Many urgent humanitarian needs are unmet in Kenya. About one-quarter did not receive critical assistance 
when they needed it along their journey: 77% (n=270) had unmet needs for food assistance, 77% shelter, and 
68% medical care, in displacement hubs like Dadaab and Mandera. More staggering, 91% of all respondents 
said they needed assistance at the time of interview.

 

7. Smugglers are profiting from refugees’ and migrants’ vulnerabilities. In the absence of sufficient formal 
assistance and legal pathways for migration, smugglers are stepping in to charge people for food and medicine, 
increasing people’s exposure to exploitation and trafficking.

 

8. Community-based early warning systems for climate risks exist, but they are underdeveloped. Fewer than 
half (45%) of all respondents had access to early warning systems, and most relied on traditional knowledge or 
NGOs, rather than government systems. Even when early warnings were received (n=478), 19% of respondents 
took no action due to a lack of capacity. 

 

9. Climate adaptation efforts are insufficient. Communities are trying to cope by changing crops, livestock, 
and income strategies, but these adaptations often fail. Over 50% of those who attempted to grow new crops 
(n=418) or keep alternative livestock (n=407) experienced total loss of the newly introduced crops and animals 
prior to migrating, underscoring the need for climate-resilient infrastructure and livelihoods, as well as more 
effective social safety nets.
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Section 1: Introduction 

1 UNHCR Operational Data Portal, (2025) Refugees and asylum seekers in Kenya
2 IDMC Country Overview (2025) Country profile: Kenya

Kenya is among the top twelve countries globally providing protection for people fleeing conflict and persecution, 
with more than 850,000 registered refugees and asylum seekers currently seeking protection within its borders 
as of June 2025.1 Kenya and its neighbours have periodically experienced large scale population movement due to 
floods, droughts and/or localised violence. In 2023, 649,000 people were displaced internally across the country, 
the majority as a result of floods. The following year, in 2024, floods affected 33 out of 47 counties and displaced 
more than 500,000 people.2  These figures hide the diverse individual experiences of people whose lives have been 
upended, sometimes with little notice, but often over the course of extended periods as the impacts of conflict or 
drought slowly erode the chance of  a safe and dignified life. 

This country brief aims to shed light on the interconnections of environmental and climate change, conflict, and 
migration for people arriving in Kenya. It investigates people’s humanitarian and protection needs, and their coping 
mechanisms. It also attempts to identify insights for possible policy responses from local and national actors. It draws 
patterns from the experiences and perceptions of more than a thousand refugees and migrants, who have moved over 
the past two years, interviewed at length by trained and trusted community members, to understand what led to their 
displacement in and to Kenya. These interviews attempted to answer some of the following questions: 

1. What demographic, social, and economic factors influence vulnerability to climate-related movements in and 
to Kenya? 

2. How do climate and environmental drivers interact with other drivers (economic, conflict, rights, and freedoms) 
to drive mixed migration decisions in the East and Horn of Africa?

3. What are the impacts of environmental disasters on communities in the East and Horn of Africa and what are 
the triggers for mixed migration in these contexts?

4. Which coping and adaptation mechanisms are people from communities affected by environmental disasters 
employing and how effective are they?

5. What protection risks are faced by individuals and households displaced by environmental disasters and what 
are their needs?

6. How are local policies and initiatives working to address these risks? 
7. What resilience strategies are communities themselves enacting in the face of weak national and regional 

responses?

8. How effective are regional cooperation and international support measures? 
9. What can be done to support better management of conflict- and environmentally driven mixed migration in 

the East and Horn of Africa? 
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Section 2: Context 

3 UNDRR, (2024) Horn of Africa floods and drought, 2020-2023 - Forensic analysis
4 Climate Refugees, (2023) Case Study: Non-Economic Loss And Damage In Kenya
5 Kenya Meteorological Department, (2024) Climate change impacts in Kenya 2024 Report: What climate change means for a country and its people
6 Kenya Red Cross, (2024) Floods Impact and Interventions 2024
7 Climate Adaptation Platform, (2024) Flood Havoc in Kenya Underscores Climate Adaptation Need
8 The International Crisis Group, (2023) Absorbing Climate Shocks and Easing Conflict in Kenya’s Rift Valley
9 World Bank Group (2024) Kenya population data
10 Climate Refugees, 2023 Op.Cit.
11 Kenya Red Cross, 2024 Op.Cit.
12 UNHCR Operational Data Portal, (2025) Refugees and asylum seekers in Kenya

Climate and environmental context 
in Kenya

In recent years, Kenya, and the wider region, has 
faced severe climate variability, environmental 
degradation, and escalating conflict in its own 
borderlands, particularly in arid and semi-arid areas. 

These overlapping pressures now affect both incoming 
refugees and migrants and Kenyan communities, 
highlighting the urgent need for integrated responses 
that consider both national resilience and regional 
mobility systems. Between 2020 and early 2023, Kenya 
experienced one of the most severe multi-year droughts 
in East Africa, driven by a prolonged La Niña cycle.3 The 

drought killed approximately 2.5 million livestock and 
displaced large numbers of people in northern Kenya.4 By 
early 2023, the drought was followed by above-average 
rainfall that triggered destructive floods, landslides, 
and displacement across 37 Kenyan counties.5 In 2024, 
the coastal area and the central highlands experienced 
above-normal temperatures and rainfall variability. 
Flooding in key basins like Tana River and Lake Victoria 
caused displacement, infrastructure collapse, and 
serious socioeconomic damage.6 During the same 
period, rainfall patterns across the Rift Valley showed 
fewer rain days but heavier downpours, leading to soil 
erosion and shortened growing seasons. Meanwhile, 
deforestation disrupted hydrological cycles, reduced 
lake levels, increased flooding downstream, and further 
stressed water availability.7

 

“There was no water, no food, our wells ran dry, 

crops failed, and there was literally nothing left to 

eat or drink. There was no income, families faced 

starvation, thus we decided to migrate. The journey 

was very long and tiresome. There were also new 

challenges at the destination. Arriving with no 

savings or official papers meant unstable housing, 
and also the constant stress of not belonging.”
41-year-old man from the Oromia region, 
Ethiopia, residing in Moyale, Kenya

Environmental shocks severely disrupted rural 
communities in Kenya, prompting internal 
displacement as the same communities received 
refugees and migrants impacted by climate disasters 
in Ethiopia and Somalia. The loss of livestock and 
collapsing crop yields forced many pastoralist and 
agro-pastoral communities in arid and semi-arid lands 
counties such as Turkana, Marsabit, Samburu, Isiolo, 
Mandera, and Garissa to undertake both internal and 
cross-border migration.8 Between 2020-2024, five 
consecutive failed rainy seasons resulted in an estimated 
4.4 million Kenyans out of the 56.4 million total population,9 

across 23 counties facing acute food insecurity.10  Many 
households abandoned pastoralism entirely, relocating 
to urban areas or more fertile zones. Additionally, sudden 
floods in 2023–2024 displaced tens of thousands of 
households; estimates point to over 50,000 families 
displaced in a single rainy season, with over 250 deaths, 
infrastructure collapse, cropland destruction, and acute 
urban strain.11  This created a pattern of multi-modal 
migration: from rural drought- and flood-impacted areas 
into towns and secondary cities.

Displacement to Kenya 

Kenya has long served as both a destination and a 
transit country for refugees and migrants from the 
greater East and Horn of Africa region, particularly 
Ethiopia, Somalia, and South Sudan. As of 30 June 
2025, Kenya was hosting 854,876 registered refugees 
and asylum seekers (626,557 refugees and 228,319 
asylum seekers). Seventy six percent of these people 
were women and children. Fifty seven percent were from 
Somalia, followed by South Sudan (23%), Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (7%), and Ethiopia (5%). They 
were primarily in the Dadaab (51%) and Kakuma (36%) 
camps, as well as in urban centres (13%) like Nairobi.12  
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“When the drought came, we lost everything. 

Coming to Kenya gave us a chance to start over, 

and people actually cared about helping us. Now, 
I can look after my family without being affected 
by any conflict unlike in Ethiopia.” 30-year-old woman from the Oromia region, 
Ethiopia, residing in Moyale, Kenya

Many of these people have fled compound crises driven 
by prolonged conflict, state fragility, and escalating 
climate shocks in their origin countries. In Somalia, 

13 UNHCR Operational Data Portal, 2025, Op.Cit.
14 Source: Migration data from MMC 4Mi survey and climate and conflict risk index from Climate - Conflict - Vulnerability Index, a joint research 

project between the Center for Crisis Early Warning (CCEW) at University of the Bundeswehr Munich, the FutureLab “Security, Ethnic Conflicts 
and Migration” at the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research (PIK), and the German Federal Foreign Office.

15 NGO Refugee Group (2025) Kenya Refugee Response Under Strain: Funding Cuts, Differentiated Assistance, and the Rising Social Cohesion 
Crisis (August 2025)

recurring droughts and floods, aggravated by climate 
change, have decimated livelihoods, particularly in 
agriculture and pastoralism. Simultaneously, the ongoing 
insurgency by al-Shabaab continues to displace civilians 
and threaten regional security and stability. Ethiopia 
experienced intense conflicts, notably in Tigray, Oromia, 
and Amhara, alongside environmental degradation, erratic 
rainfall, and desert locust invasions, all of which have 
undermined food security and driven displacement. The 
number of displaced people hosted by Kenya has increased 
nearly four-fold over the past 25 years (figure 1).13 

 

Figure 1. The rise in forcibly displaced people in Kenya since 2000 (UNHCR, 2025)

As the below map illustrates, mixed migration from 
Somalia and Ethiopia towards Kenya mostly occurs 
from the most vulnerable areas that are prone to both 
high levels of climate disaster and conflict. (See figure 
2) In these areas, the compounding risks can amplify 
each other and worsen the situations of people who are 
forced to move. These areas are the central, northern 
and western areas of Ethiopia, as well as the central 
and southern states of Somalia. The direction of the 
movement also shows that people are passing through 
rather perilous paths before they settle temporarily or 
in their final destinations. People often end up in places 
that are more exposed to either one or both climate and 

conflict risks which forces them into a repeated cycle 
of onward movement. The Ethiopia-Somalia border, 
western Somalia, and the Somali-Kenyan border regions 
carry the highest compounding risks to refugees and 
migrants who are passing through these areas in hope 
of finding safety and better conditions. Final destinations 
such as Garissa and the Dadaab refugee camps are also 
not spared from these risks. Refugees and migrants face 
impossible choices between remaining, moving onwards, 
or returning.14 This has been exacerbated by the US 
withdrawal of foreign aid in early 2025, with assistance to 
refugees and migrants in Kenya plummeting as a result.15 
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Figure 2. Map of MMC 4Mi data on mixed migration to Kenya (minimum 10 or more 
movements occurring per leg), overlapping with CCVI climate risk index and conflict risk 
index from Q2 2025

Disclaimer: This map is for illustration purposes only. The boundaries and names shown, and the designations used on this map 
do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by MMC.
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Climate mobility policy landscape in 
Kenya and the region
While regional cooperation and international support 
have offered frameworks for action, the effectiveness 
of these mechanisms in Kenya is constrained by 
inconsistent implementation, limited funding, and 
governance challenges. Kenya has been a key player in 

regional cooperation frameworks led by the IGAD. It is 
one of the few IGAD countries to sign the Protocol on Free 
Movement of Persons,16 which includes provisions for         
people displaced by environmental disasters and conflict. 
However, Kenya has yet to domesticate this Protocol 
fully into national law, limiting its operational impact.17 

Similarly, Kenya is a party to the African Union’s Kampala 
Convention on IDPs,18 but despite strong humanitarian 
frameworks, national legislation aligning with the 
Convention remains limited. For instance, Kenya’s Climate 
Change Act (2016)19 acknowledges displacement but 
does not provide robust legal mechanisms for protecting 
people displaced by environmental hazards.

Kenya hosts the IGAD Climate Prediction and 
Applications Centre (ICPAC) in Nairobi, which has 
considerably improved early warning and disaster risk 
reduction across East Africa. Through ICPAC, Kenya 
benefits from climate forecasts, seasonal predictions, 
and locust monitoring, which have improved anticipatory 
response. However, sub-national governments and 
humanitarian actors often lack the capacity or resources 
to act on early warning data, particularly in arid and 
semi-arid areas like Turkana, Garissa, and Marsabit.20 

16 IGAD, (2020) Protocol on Free Movement of Persons
17 ICMPD, (2024) Bridging Climate, Conflict and Displacement in the Horn of Africa
18 AU, (2009) Kampala Convention
19 Kenya’s Climate Change Act (2016)
20 ICPAC, (2024) IGAD Disaster Risk Management Programme
21 Kenya’s National Adaptation Plan (NAP 2015–2030)
22 Kenya’s Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC 2025)

Kenya’s National Adaptation Plan (NAP 2015–2030)21 

and updated Nationally Determined Contribution 
(NDC 2025)22 reflect growing recognition of the link 
between climate change and human mobility, but 

both fall short of articulating concrete strategies to 
address climate-induced migration. The NAP identifies 
droughts, floods, and rising temperatures as key risks to 
livelihoods, particularly in arid and semi-arid lands, which 
are also Kenya’s mixed migration hotspots. It highlights 
the need to strengthen social protection systems and 
climate-resilient infrastructure, yet it lacks a dedicated 
framework for managing population movement triggered 
by environmental stress. 

Similarly, Kenya’s updated NDC acknowledges 
that climate impacts are already leading to loss 
and damage, and displacement in vulnerable 
communities, especially among pastoralists, but 
offers few measurable commitments or adaptation 
targets related to mobility. While both documents 
promote locally led adaptation and community-based 
resilience, they miss the opportunity to integrate 
migration into climate risk assessments, early warning 
systems, and planned relocation strategies. As a result, 
policy coherence between climate action and migration 
governance remains weak, undermining Kenya’s ability 
to design anticipatory responses to climate-related 
migration. To address this, Kenya’s future NAP and NDC 
revisions should incorporate specific indicators, funding 
mechanisms, and institutional mandates that account for 
internal displacement, cross-border migration, and the 
protection of climate-affected populations.
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Section 3: Methodology 

23 4Mi is the Mixed Migration Centre’s flagship primary data collection system, an innovative approach that helps fill knowledge gaps, and inform 
policy and response regarding the nature of mixed movements and the protection risks for refugees and migrants on the move. It is a regular, 
standardized, quantitative and globalized system, with a network of more than 120 field enumerators who are conducting surveys with refugees 
and migrants on the move in around 15 countries at any one point in time.

This paper is based on quantitative data collected 
by the Mixed Migration Centre (MMC) in Kenya. 

Data were collected through 1,067 4Mi23  surveys with 

Somali and Ethiopian refugees and migrants between 
April and May 2025. The surveys were carried out in 
Moyale (375 interviews), Garissa (349 interviews), and 
Mandera (343 interviews) (figure 3). Respondents were 
purposively sampled based on whether they described 

their movements as having been shaped by climate 
hazards. The interviews were conducted by enumerators 
coming from both the targeted displacement-affected 
communities and local, host communities to increase 
accessibility and levels of trust among the respondents. 

 

Figure 3. Map showing where the interviews took place, the proportion of respondents and 
of men/women respondents, and their location of origin in their home country 

Disclaimer: This map is for illustration purposes only. The boundaries and names shown, and the designations used on this map 

do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by MMC.
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Limitations

The data, while detailed and current, are limited. 

The 4Mi survey employs purposive sampling, based 
on pre-defined criteria, related to age, gender, length 
of time spent in the country (excluding anyone in the 
country for more than two years, in an attempt to capture 
recent experiences and people actively on the move), 
and movement linked to climate hazards. To maximize 
access to a diverse group of respondents, enumerators 
avoided collecting data from individuals from the same 
household or those who had travelled together, recruited 
respondents at various times throughout the day, and 
moved to different interview locations. Therefore, the 
survey results are illustrative and should not be considered 
representative of dynamics regarding environmental 
change, climate change, conflict, and migration in Kenya 
and in the broader East and Horn of Africa region. 

Respondent Profiles

Among the sample of 1,067 participants, 584 were 
Ethiopians (52% women, 48% men) and 479 were 
Somalis (42% women, 58% men). Most were either 
refugees or had an irregular status (respectively 53% 
and 26%) (figure 4). The average respondent was in their 
late thirties (average age: 37) (figure 5) and was often 
supporting multiple children—an average of four with 
little variation by nationality and gender. Respondents 
had limited education or formal training, with 53% having 
never attended school (figure 6).

Figure 4. Current legal status of respondents 

Figure 5. Age groups of respondents disaggregated by gender
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Figure 6. Highest education level attained 

     

While most respondents were working before moving, 
they tended to work in informal sectors. About 74% 
(n=788) of respondents reported earning an income 
in the year before moving. Just under half (46%) were 
self-employed or small business owners, 30% worked 
casually or seasonally, and 8% held regular, paid jobs. The 
largest share of respondents worked in climate-sensitive 
sectors, including 38% in agriculture, pastoralism, or 
fishing (figure 7). Very few were employed in more stable 

sectors such as construction, public service as teachers, 
healthcare workers, or in IT and finance. Environmental 
shocks were not just limited to the agricultural sector 
but had a ripple effect across the entire local economic 
ecosystem. This reinforces the notion explored later 
in this study that climate change is a threat multiplier, 
destabilising not just climate-sensitive sectors like 
agriculture but entire economies.

Figure 7. Employment sector before displacement
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Definition of key concepts 

For the past 20 years, people engaged in movement 
linked to environmental change or climate hazards 
(hereafter referred to as “climate mobility”), largely fell 
through gaps in international refugee and immigration 
policies, and there has been a resistance to expand 
refugee definitions to include those displaced by climate 
change.24 Since these debates on terminology still exist 
today, this report will use the terms: mixed migration, 
mobility, migration, and ‘refugees and migrants’ in 
the broadest meaning describing all people on the 
move, including those whose movement is linked, 
partially or wholly, to environmental degradation or 
to climate change. This broad framing recognises that 
climate mobility encompasses longer-distance as well 
as cross-border displacement, circular movements and 
commuting practices, and other forms of more voluntary 
migration.25 It similarly recognises that such diverse 
movements involve diverse profiles of people on the 
move, of different legal statuses.

24 Brown, O. (2008) Migration and Climate Change, International Organization for Migration
25 UNEP, IRP (2023) Human Migration and Natural Resources
26 MMC (n.d.) MMC’s understanding and use of the terms mixed migration and human smuggling
27 The MMC conceptual framework and key messages on climate migration can be found: Mixed Migration Centre (2022) Climate change, 

environmental stressors, and mixed migration. Available at: http://www.mixedmigration.org/

This report also recognises that the drivers of 
movement of refugees and migrants are various 
and often intertwined, and that people engaged in 
mixed migration face similar risks and vulnerabilities. 

People feel compelled to move due a variety of factors, 
including persecution, poverty, discrimination, violence, 
gender inequality, separation from family, aspiration 
for a better life, lack of access to education, health and 
other rights, lack of access to decent work, as well as 
the wide-ranging consequences of climate change, and 
environmental degradation.26 

This document uses MMC’s conceptual framework to 
illustrate how climate-related environmental stressors 
affect mobility outcomes, both directly and indirectly 
impacting the aspirations and the capability to migrate 
(figure 8).27 

 

Figure 8. MMC conceptual framework on climate mobility 
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Section 4: Findings
A. Understanding environmental and 
climate change, conflict, and migration

What are the impacts of environmental and 

climate change on communities?

“My family’s small business collapsed due to 
the devastating drought which made locals lose 

their livelihoods, income, and purchasing power. 

This coupled with the government oppressions, 

freedom limitations, and looming threat of 

forceful recruitment into the army were key 

factors contributing to my decision to undertake 
the journey with my family. The journey was 

dangerous. We avoided checkpoints and crossed 

border secretly to avoid detection by police. We 
found refuge, freedom, and access to services 

and we regained our basic human rights at our 
new home in Kenya.”
25-year-old man from the Oromia region, 
Ethiopia, residing in Moyale, Kenya

Environmental and climate shocks produce 
compounding risks, undermining food systems, 
increasing prices, deteriorating health and housing, 
and ultimately overwhelming local coping capacities. 

For many, migration becomes a last resort in the face 
of mounting losses. Across the observed refugee and 
migrant communities in Kenya, environmental and climate 
stressors are both widespread and deeply disruptive. The 
data revealed that households are confronting overlapping 
environmental hazards, most notably prolonged drought, 
rising temperatures, erratic rainfall, and, in some regions, 
flooding. These climate disruptions are not isolated 
events, rather they are recurring and prolonged, severely 
undermining agricultural and pastoral livelihoods, eroding 
household resilience, and displacing individuals, families 
and entire communities.

Drought emerges from the survey as the most pervasive 
and enduring environmental challenge. Among 1,067 

respondents, 89% reported being affected by drought 
or dryness. Of those affected by drought (n=957), 42% 
reported experiencing water scarcity for six to 12 months 
before relocating, while 46% endured such conditions 
between one and two years, and eight percent for as 
long as two to four years. Similarly, 26% of respondents 
experienced flooding or storms, with 35% (n=278) of 
flood-affected individuals facing impacts for six to 12 
months prior to displacement, and 42% for over a year. 
About one-quarter of all respondents (22%) experienced 
both drought and flood prior to displacement. 

These environmental shocks had devastating and 
far-reaching consequences for agricultural production, 
livelihood, and food security. Among the individuals 
affected by drought (n=957), 81% reported crop losses, 
80% lost livestock, and 68% observed reduced pasture. 
Flood-affected respondents (n=278) experienced 
comparable levels of disruption to their livelihoods, with 
72% losing livestock, 63% facing livestock disease, 
another 63% reporting livelihood loss (other than livestock 
and crops), and 60% reporting loss of crops (figure 9). 
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Figure 9. What impacts did drought and flooding have on your household? Most common 
consequences of drought and flooding in the 2 years prior to their first movement
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For many, migration is not a voluntary choice but a 
necessary response to environmental shocks and 
climate change. The study found that environmental 
shocks, particularly drought and flooding, are not just 
background stressors but more immediate drivers of 
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displaced by drought (n=957), most reported moving 

because of lost livestock (76%) and/or crops (64%), 
followed by rising food prices (48%) and food and 
water shortages (48%). Moreover, 41% moved after 
seeing key community members relocate, revealing the 
influence of social networks and community depletion in 
migration decisions. While drought was the most cited 
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untenable, leading to migration. 
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Figure 10. Was there a specific event or events that triggered your decision to leave? Most 
common specific triggers of migration 

28 The number of respondents who were too ill or too old to move are not mutually exclusive.

Most people wait until their crops are mostly or 
entirely destroyed before ultimately decided to move, 
meaning they have fully depleted resources by the 
time they reach Kenya. Among the individuals who lost 
crops to drought (n=588), 44% lost all crops, 36% lost 
three-quarters, and 17% lost half before engaging in 
migration. Livestock losses (n=718) were equally severe: 
45% lost three-quarters of their animals and 31% lost 
all. In addition, among those affected by drought for 
one to two years before turning to migration (n=440), 
83% lost crops, 77% lost livestock, and 63% lost their 
livelihood. Flood-affected households experienced 
similar cumulative effects. Of those who had experienced 
flooding for one to two years (n=117), 81% had lost crops, 
78% had lost livestock, and 76% had faced livestock 
disease and livelihood loss. 

There were no major differences between men and 
women in influences on the decision to migrate. Women 
did not mention different reasons for moving compared to 
men (less than 5% difference) implying that movement 
linked to climate change is impacting everyone regardless 
of social expectations or caregiving duties. 

Yet not all affected individuals were able to move. 

About 21% of respondents had people in their household 
who stayed behind. Of those (n=227), 77% had 
family members who remained to care for land, 70% 
tended livestock, and 48% stayed due to caregiving 
responsibilities. In addition, 45% lacked the financial 
means to enable the entire household to relocate. The 
individual profiles of family members who stayed behind 
also played a role in their immobility: 40% were too 
old, 25% too young, 22% too ill to move, and 10% were 
pregnant and were unable to undertake the journey 
safely.28 These findings highlight that immobility can itself 
be a marker of vulnerability, tied not only to economic 
status but also to gender roles, caregiving obligations, 
and physical health. As a result, the most vulnerable may 
become immobile in high-risk environments affected 
by both environmental and climate change as well as 
conflict and fragility.
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How do climate change and environmental 

degradation interact with other factors 

(economic, conflict, rights and freedoms) to 
drive people to leave or stay?

“Political tension, riots and rising insecurity forced 

me to move. In addition, the severe drought that 

killed most of the livestock was a major challenge 

for survival in the area. We opted to seek refuge 

in the neighboring Kenya due to frequent wars 
and drought. The journey posed many risks to my 

grandchildren, and it was challenging especially in 

some areas where we had to avoid being detected 
by the security officials. Children were exhausted 
along the way; however, it was worth the risk 

because now, my grandchildren are able to access 
better living standards, education and peace.”
70-year-old woman from the Oromia region, 
Ethiopia, residing in Moyale, Kenya

Environmental stressors rarely act alone. Rather, 
they interact with and exacerbate other drivers of 
mixed migration, including economic issues, social 
tensions, weak governance, insecurity, and political 
instability, ultimately driving people to move in search 

29 In the survey under the question: “Did environmental factors play a role in your decision to leave?” possible responses included: yes, because 
environmental factors directly threatened my survival / yes, because environmental factors directly affected my living conditions / yes, related to 
economic drivers / yes, related to conflict / yes, because I could see that they would make living in my place of departure too difficult in the future 
/ yes, other / no / don’t know / refused.

of safety and stability. Respondents gave a number 
of responses which highlight the complex relationship 
between climate and environmental change and 
conflict. First, as mentioned in the previous section, 
39% of drought-affected respondents (n=957) said that 
drought had exacerbated intercommunal tensions and 
violence, which had triggered their movement. Second, 
when asking respondents how environmental factors 
influenced their decision to leave, 24% of all respondents 
said they had interacted with conflict.29  Third, out of all 
respondents, 69% cited that in addition to being driven 
to move by climate and environmental change, violence, 
insecurity, and conflict was also a key driver of their 
movement. These questions highlight the interactions 
and interlinkages between climate change and conflict.

Delving into the types of violence and conflict respondents 
perceived as interacting with climate and environmental 
change, the most often cited reasons for leaving related 
to conflict were: war, armed conflict, and terrorism (70%, 
n=256), followed by political unrest and riots (56%) and 
general crime and insecurity (43%) (figure 11). The data 
once again highlights the gendered nature of the climate-
conflict-displacement nexus, as 23% of respondents 
gave sexual and gender-based violence and 16% gave 
domestic violence as one of the reasons to move.

Figure 11. Conflict drivers that led to displacement among respondents who perceive 
environmental factors influenced conflict
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“Back at my home, violence and political unrest 

became part of everyday life. Escalating conflicts, 
ethnic tensions, constant threats of being forcefully 
recruited to armed groups raised concerns. I no 

longer felt safe. Villages were raided regularly, 

which ultimately forced me to seek refuge in 

Kenya. The journey was challenging. I used 

different means of transport that cost me much 

more than I initially thought. Halfway the journey, 

I ran out of money making me work at some point 

at a mining site to fund the remaining journey. Due 

to safety concerns and in order to avoid detection 

at checkpoints and at the border crossing, I made 
some of the journey on foot. However, I held onto 

hope during the journey that one day I will be free 
to live without fear.”
23-year-old man from the Oromia region, 
Ethiopia, residing in Moyale, Kenya

Environmental degradation and climate change acts 
as a threat multiplier, reinforcing poverty, eroding 
livelihoods, and exacerbating the conditions that 
force people to move. Many households dependent 
on agriculture, pastoralism, and informal trade saw 
their income shrink or disappear entirely because of 
environmental disruptions. Among respondents who 
believed environmental factors affected the economic 
drivers which played a role in their decision to leave 
(n=345), nearly half (50%) said that one of the main 
reasons to leave was related to their ability to earn a 
living. Others (50%) reported that it was difficult to do 
business altogether. Among respondents who were 
working, 31% said they had considered the future 
impact of climate in their decision to leave compared to 
18% who were not working. Not all individuals face the 
same degree of risk or have an equal ability to respond. 
Vulnerability to climate-induced migration is shaped by 
a range of interlinked factors: age, gender, education, 
economic position, household structure, and the nature 
of one’s livelihood. These must be understood holistically 
in order to design effective, inclusive responses to climate 
and environmentally related migration.

30 The term “responses” is used instead of “respondents” because in this specific case, interviewees were prompted to answer the question for each 
of the places they stopped at during the journey. The survey questions regarding the main perceived risks for children and experienced incidents 
were only asked once instead of at every location.

B. Understanding the risks faced 
by refugees and migrants and their 
needs now

What risks are faced by refugees and 

migrants?

“The journey was hard because I was traveling 
with my wife and kids. It was a very long journey, 

and I had a very hard time handling it due to the 

constant fear for the safety and security of my 

family. I experienced bribery and corruption at 
the border-crossings and also constantly feared 
deportation.”
32-year-old man from the Galgaduud region, 
Somalia, residing in Mandera, Kenya

 

Migration as a result of environmental and climate 
shocks, often compounded by conflict and instability, 
exposes individuals and households to heightened 
individual and collective risks, both during transit 
and upon arrival. Data collected from refugees and 
migrants who cited a dangerous location along the route 
underscores the severity of threats facing both adults and 
children, ranging from physical violence to exploitation, 
and from extortion to severe health consequences. 
These risks are not abstract, they are lived realities that 
shape mobility decisions, daily survival, and prospects 
for recovery (figure 12). There is a pattern of exposure 
to abuse and insecurity as well as a lack of effective 
protective frameworks in places of transit and arrival. 
Where a dangerous location along the route was cited, 
the most commonly reported perceived risks for adults 
(n=378) included physical violence (57%), bribery and 
extortion (56%), detention (55%), and non-physical 
violence (47%).30  
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Figure 12. Main perceived risks and experienced incidents for adults

Children are especially vulnerable. In fragile contexts, 
they lack basic protections and families are often unable 
to shield them from harm. Of the respondents who were 
traveling with children in their care and who reported 
children to be at risk of abuse or harm (n=735), 58% 

assessed that children were highly or very highly exposed 
to danger, with only 8% perceiving children to be only 
slightly at risk. When asked about specific threats to 
children, 67% identified ill-health or injury, 34% cited 
physical violence, and 30% mentioned death (figure 13).

Figure 13. Main perceived risks for children (under 18)
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(56%), followed closely by detention (55%), robbery 
(43%), kidnapping (37%), and witnessing death (36%). 
Alarmingly, over one-third of respondents reported 
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experiencing sexual violence (35%), and 4% being 
subject to trafficking and exploitation, though figures that 
are likely underreported due to fear, stigma, or trauma. A 
considerable proportion of respondents (70%) said that 
they had suffered three or more of the above incidents 
during their journey.

“I experienced bribery and harassment at the 
border crossings and I have witnessed many 
falling victim to human traffickers or smugglers 
who exploit or abandon people at the border.”
32-year-old man from the Amhara region, 
Ethiopia, residing in Mandera, Kenya

 

Particularly, abuse by authorities and border patrols 
and police officers emerged as a key concern. Among 
the respondents who reported having been in contact with 
officials (n=589), 75% gave a gift or money to officials. 
In addition, of those who identified a dangerous location 
during their journey, the majority perceived border police 
to be the primary perpetrators of abuse by authorities. 
Individuals on the move are not only unprotected by 
state institutions, but they are often victimised by them, 
deepening the cycle of migration, fear, and insecurity, and 
impeding their ability to report abuse. 

What needs do refugees and migrants have?

“Insecurity rose as inter-community clashes 
increased over time. The limited natural resources 

were not enough due to severe drought which led 

to loss of livelihoods. There was no aid available 
in the area, and we opted to seek refuge in Kenya 

for peace and to access humanitarian aid. The 

journey was long and challenging as we walked 

with other migrants together and with the little 

livestock that we have left. Having not clearly 

known the routes posed a challenge especially 

to children who fell ill due to fatigue. With the 

dependency on humanitarian aid, they [our 

children] can now have access to services, though 

not as sufficient as needed.”
50-year-old woman from the Oromia region, 
Ethiopia, residing in Moyale, Kenya

31 IOM, (2009) Compendium of IOM’s Activities in Migration, Climate Change and the Environment

The intersection of migration, environmental 
stress, and weak governance has produced acute 
humanitarian needs that are often unmet. Although the 
vast majority of respondents required urgent assistance, 
many reported that they did not receive it prior, during, 
or after migration, even in areas known to be key 
mixed migration hubs. As basic services collapse under 
pressure, or fail to reach mobile populations, individuals 
are left with no choice but to turn to alternative, and 
often exploitative, survival strategies.31  Some 72% of 
all respondents did not receive assistance to help deal 
with drought and flood prior to their departure. Moreover, 
the biggest challenge that households were facing in 
accessing aid before migrating was the lack of access 
in their area (68%) and security concerns preventing 
access to aid (42%). 

One-quarter of respondents (25%) said that while 
on their journey, they encountered situations where 
they were in serious needed of assistance but did 
not receive it. Non-provision of aid was recorded in 
critical areas including Dadaab (81 cases) and Mandera 
(80 cases), followed by Moyale, Kismayo, Dolo Odo, 
Beledweyn, Bu’ale, and Dhobley, locations already 
experiencing stress from population influx, resource 
scarcity, and conflict. The most urgent needs in these 
locations were food (77%, n=270), shelter (77%), 
medical assistance (68%), and access to clean water 
(56%). These figures reflect a service delivery gap that 
disproportionately affects the most vulnerable and can 
lead to longer-term instability, poor health outcomes, and 
heightened exploitation

More concerning, 91% of all respondents needed 
assistance at the time of interview. Among the people 
who were in need of assistance (n=972), food was 
identified as the most pressing concern (86%), followed 
by water (70%), shelter (64%), and cash (62%). Despite 
the urgency and multiplicity of these needs, many remain 
unmet (figure 14).
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Figure 14. Types of currently needed assistance and assistance that was needed and was 
not received

This vacuum in assistance is often leveraged by informal 
or illicit actors. Among the individuals who reported 
interacting with smugglers (n=414), many received basic 
assistance. In fact, smugglers provided a range of services 
beyond just transit. Some 63% of respondents received 
food or water, 35% obtained medicine, and 32% were 
offered accommodation by smugglers. One-third received 
help crossing borders, and nearly one-quarter (22%) were 
assisted in navigating interactions with authorities. Some 
received fake documents (18%) or support with money 
transfer (7%), reflecting the desperation many faces and 
the complexity of informal migration networks. When 
formal systems cannot, or will not meet needs, people 
will turn to whatever actors are available, even when 
doing so increases their exposure to violence, abuse, and 
exploitation.

“I experienced bribery, harassment, exploitation 
and abuse migrants may be exploited by 
smugglers and face risk in detention where they 

experience human rights violations. Many Oromo 
migrants depend on informal employment, which 

can be precarious and leave them vulnerable to 
economic stability.”
22-year-old woman from the Oromia region, 
Ethiopia, residing in Mandera, Kenya

 

A lack of trusted information further compounded these 
risks. Some 43% of all respondents lacked information 
about the conditions of the journey, 37% on the security 
risks, 34% on the expected duration of the journey, and 
31% on what to expect upon reaching their destination. 
Other major gaps included lack of route information (26%), 
journey costs (23%), legal rights (12%), and how to access 
services (11%). Only 21% reported feeling sufficiently 
informed. This information deficit leaves people exposed 
to misinformation, trafficking, and violence, and severely 
limits their ability to make safe, strategic decisions in an 
already volatile environment.
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C. Understanding the strategies 
used by communities trying to cope 
with environmental and climate 
change, and conflict

What early warning strategies are 

communities using?

Due to intensifying climate hazards and recurrent 
shocks, many communities across the region 
have developed informal systems for anticipating 
environmental risks. However, access to structured 
and actionable early warning remains uneven, and often 
fragmented between traditional knowledge, limited 
NGO support, and government provision. Communities 
possess a degree of environmental awareness, but this 

awareness does not always translate into effective 
action or reduced vulnerability. Among all individuals 
surveyed, 61% reported knowing that their community 
was at risk of environmental disaster prior to leaving 
home, while 39% were unaware. Formal early warning 
systems were not widely available. Over half (55%) of 
respondents stated that no early warning system existed 
in their community. Among the remaining 45%, coverage 
was distributed across various sources: 30% (n=478) 
relied on community-based or traditional knowledge 
systems, 20% received early warnings from NGOs or 
humanitarian organisations, and 19% had access to an 
official government early warning system (figure 15). 
People are reliant on local mechanisms in the absence 
of systematic institutional coverage, indicating both a 
resilience asset and a critical gap.

Figure 15. Access to different types of early warning systems 

Low-tech, community-driven dissemination channels 
in rural and underserved areas remain highly 
important. Among the individuals who did report 
receiving early warnings (n=478), the primary mode of 
communication was radio (60%), followed by word of 
mouth from local leaders (51%), community meetings 
(62%), and mobile SMS alerts (41%). Humanitarian actors 
played a secondary role (20%), while TV and social 
media (five percent) were less commonly used, often due 
to limited access to electricity or digital infrastructure.

Access to information alone is insufficient without 
parallel access to means for meaningful action. Once 
respondents received warnings, households employed 
a range of coping actions. The most common strategy 
was storing food and water (40%), followed by selling 
livestock or assets (54%), and planting drought-resistant 
crops (22%). A third of respondents also reported 
temporarily migrating to safer areas (31%), while smaller 
proportions strengthened housing structures (9%) or 
bought more resilient livestock (1%). However, 19% of 
those who received early warnings took no action, citing 
a lack of resources or capacity to respond.

Which coping mechanisms are people from 
communities employing?

“When the land we depended on could no longer 

sustain us, everything changed, including the 

lack of water, and there was literally nothing left 

to eat or drink. The journey was challenging due 

to safety and security concerns, but we managed 
to come and settle here to start over again. The 

severe drought and extreme temperatures 
were so cruel that the livestock that once was 

source of hope got killed. The war escalated, 

political tensions rose, and a place that was once 

home became a threat to safety and freedom. 
The extreme temperatures and unpredictable 
weather patterns meant no rain, no future, and 

no choice, hence running for survival and safety 

was the only option for us.” 
22-year-old woman from the Oromia region, 
Ethiopia, residing in Mandera, Kenya
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As climate variability increases and traditional 
livelihoods become more fragile, many households 
have attempted to adapt by changing crops, animals, 
or income strategies. However, the success of these 
efforts has been mixed, with high rates of loss even 
among those who implemented adaptive strategies. 
Among all survey respondents, 39% reported changing 
the crops they cultivated over the past five years in 
response to changing weather conditions. Similarly, 38% 
changed the type of animals they kept. This indicates 
that while a considerable proportion of the population is 
engaging in climate-responsive practices, the majority 
remain locked into highly vulnerable livelihoods. Shifts 
in income sources were also common. Some 26% of 
respondents changed their main source of income, and 
an additional 16% diversified by adding a new income 

source. However, 57% did not need to change their 
existing livelihood.

Even among those who pursued adaptation strategies, 
outcomes were discouraging. Of the 418 respondents 
who planted new crop types, 53% reported total crop 
loss. Likewise, among the 407 who introduced new 
livestock, 58% experienced complete animal loss (figure 
16). Taken together, these findings point to a situation in 
which coping efforts are present, but insufficient. Without 
more durable infrastructure, climate-resilient markets, or 
access to safety nets, many households remain locked 
into a cycle of exposure, short-term adjustment, and 
eventual migration.

Figure 16. Crop and livestock survivability indices
The figure shows the survival rate of the new types of crops and livestock that were brought in as an adaptation 
mechanism to recurring losses due to climate change (difference between the number of new types of crops or 
animals that were introduced as an adaptation mechanism and the number of these new types of crops or animals 
that were lost to drought or flooding; 0 = low survivability

At the national level, efforts by local authorities and 
humanitarian actors to address climate risk and 
migration-related needs are evident but remain 
patchy and inconsistent. The availability of timely, 
accurate information and direct support varies greatly 
between locations and stages of migration, leaving many 
communities to fend for themselves or rely on informal 
networks. Among all respondents, 71% received some 
form of information prior to their departure, while 75% 
received information during their journey. This indicates 
that outreach and communication initiatives are reaching 
a majority of the refugee and migrant population at some 
point, but considerable gaps remain. For instance, the 
quality, timeliness, and relevance of information were 
not assessed in this survey, and other findings suggest 
that many people lacked actionable details about journey 
conditions, rights, or risks.

However, actual material assistance was less 
accessible. Some 38% reported receiving assistance 
during their journey. This limited reach of direct aid stands 
in stark contrast to the scale of need reported elsewhere 

in the data, where basic items like food, water, and shelter 
were identified as urgent priorities. In the absence of 
consistent state or humanitarian support, refugees and 
migrants have often relied on informal actors, including 
smugglers and community networks, to fill these critical 
gaps. The findings suggest that while communities 
are not passive in the face of environmental risks, their 
adaptive capacity is being stretched thin. Informal early 
warning and coping systems are more frequently in place, 
but formal institutional responses remain uneven and 
frequently inaccessible. For local policies and humanitarian 
programming to be effective, they must better integrate 
grassroots and traditional knowledge, expand the reach 
of early warning and assistance mechanisms, and ensure 
that people not only receive information, but also have the 
resources to act on it.
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Section 5: Conclusions 
The findings presented in this brief intend to bring 
attention to the increasingly central role of climate 
shocks in mixed migration in Kenya and in the wider 
East and Horn of Africa region. Prolonged droughts, 
destructive floods, and rising temperatures have eroded 
livelihoods, depleted assets, and disrupted social systems, 
leaving people with few remaining options beyond 
migration. These pressures do not act in isolation, rather, 
they intersect with conflict, insecurity, and weak social 
protection systems, deepening vulnerability and creating 
cycles of repeated movement within and across borders. 
Those least equipped with financial means, physical 
capacity, or social networks - including women, children, 
people with disabilities, and the elderly - are often 
forced to remain in high-risk environments, highlighting 
immobility as a critical but overlooked vulnerability.

Once on the move, refugees and migrants encounter 
severe risks. Violence, extortion, detention, exploitation, 
and limited access to essential assistance shape their 
journeys and early settlement experiences. Gaps in 
humanitarian service delivery, even in well-established 
migration hubs, mean that unmet needs remain 
widespread and acute. Food, water, shelter, health 
services, and safety remain inaccessible for many, 
increasing reliance on dangerous informal networks and 
exposing individuals to further harm. Weak access to 
trusted information reinforces these risks, reducing the 
ability of people to anticipate threats, plan safer routes, 
or access protection mechanisms.

However, communities are not passive in the face of 
these challenges. Many are deploying local knowledge 
to forecast hazards, shift livelihood strategies, and 
build informal support systems. Yet these coping 
mechanisms are increasingly strained. Adaptation 
efforts are often unsuccessful due to the pace and 
severity of climate change, insecure environments, and 
limited access to resources. Formal early warning and 
preparedness systems remain uneven, especially in the 
arid and semi-arid areas where climate-conflict-mobility 
dynamics are most pronounced.

Kenya has taken steps toward more coherent policy 
frameworks linking climate change, human mobility, 
and regional cooperation. However, implementation 
gaps, inadequate financing, and limited integration of 
mobility into national climate strategies continue to 
restrict their impact. As displacement grows, national and 
regional governance systems must evolve to anticipate, 
rather than react to climate-induced migration. Climate 
mobility is already a defining feature of the region’s 
present and future. Supporting safer, dignified, and 
resilient mobility will be essential to sustaining stability, 
human well-being, and economic security across Kenya 
and the East and Horn of Africa in the years ahead.
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ABOUT MECMEA 

MECMEA (Managing the Impacts of Environmental 
Change and Conflict on Mobility in Eastern Africa) is 
an 18-month regional initiative that addresses the 
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and conflict as key drivers of migration. The project 
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governance through evidence-based policymaking, 
capacity-building, and policy dialogue.

Led by the Horn of Africa Regional Environment Centre 
and Network (HoA-REC&N) at Addis Ababa University, 
MECMEA brings together a consortium of partners from 
Kenya, Djibouti, and South Sudan to support vulnerable 
communities across Eastern Africa.
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and policymakers
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and conflict-induced mobility
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