
ASAL Strategy framework 
Summary 
The diagram below presents the components of Mercy Corps (K) Strategy for their programming in the 
Arid and Semi-Arid Lands (ASALs). This should be seen as a contributory strategy to the overall country 
program and is intended to be implemented using a resilience approach which is adapted to the risk 
context in each county. The outcomes in each pillar contribute to the three core objectives and the 
overall goal. The strategy is further under-pinned by principles of risk informed programming and 
learning and adaptive management. 
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Background 
The Context  
 

“The Arid and Semi-Arid Lands of Kenya, commonly called the ‘ASALs’, make up 89% of the 
country – the arid counties alone cover 70% - and are home to 36% of the population. The 
dominant production system in the arid counties, and in some of the semi-arid counties, is 
pastoralism. The arid counties are also synonymous with the concept of ‘Northern Kenya’, or 
the area once known as the Northern Frontier District. These three issues – ASALs, 
pastoralism, and Northern Kenya – have distinct but overlapping policy implications. 
Together they present a set of unique challenges to the development of the region.” 
(Kenya(GoK), 2011) 
 
As recognised in government strategies in the last 5 years the unique development challenges in the 
ASALs of Kenya require a different approach from development partners. The area is characterised by 
historic underinvestment in both infrastructure and services leading to weak foundations to support 
sustainable livelihoods. This historic marginalization is being addressed through forward looking policies 
within the devolution agenda of the government and there is considerably more financial resources 
available at county level. However the capacity to utilize the resources to put the populations on a 
positive development trajectory is lacking in some counties and non-government organisations (NGOs) 
have an opportunity to partner with county government to strengthen this capacity. 
 
The environmental challenges facing the ASALs links directly to the fragile livelihoods and vulnerability 
to climatic shocks and stresses, such as drought. Poorly managed rangeland combined with climate 
change has resulted in an environment which can no longer support the numbers of livestock in the 
North of Kenya (Lind, Sabates-wheeler, & Kohnstamm, 2016). Pastoralism as a livelihood is the most 
productive system for ASAL areas and pastoralists are some of the most resourceful, innovative and 
resilient people in Africa but adapted and alternative livelihoods are required to support the rapidly 
growing population. 
 
The ASALs of Kenya have always been disproportionately affected by climatic shocks such as drought 
and flooding but the fragile livelihoods with limited support from government and poor access to 
services has left many households more vulnerable. The increasing frequency of shocks due to climate 
change, combined with greater competition for resources and growing aspirations of the youth (fueled 
by better exposure to global ideas and opportunities) put households under continual stress. Poor 
health services and chronic under-nutrition result in unmanageable costs for treatment and related 
economic losses for households with sick family members. 
 
Competition over resources has always been a feature of pastoralist livelihoods and while some areas 
are experiencing relative calm compared to the past (e.g. Wajir) others are faced with escalating conflict 
between tribes and sub-tribes. Conflict fueled by political agendas has become a common feature of life 
in the ASALs and despite the strength of tradition mechanisms for conflict resolution and resource 
management it is difficult to find long term solutions to some of these conflicts. 
 
However, the difficulties faced by the populations in the ASALs and the challenges that new county 
government have to take up, also present an opportunity for positive transformation in ASAL 
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livelihoods. NGOs such as Mercy Corps are well placed to engage in this transformation and help the 
youth of these areas reach their aspirations. 
 

Mercy Corps programming in ASAL areas 
Mercy Corps has been operating in Kenya since 2008 across four counties. The work focuses on four 
pillars: 

 Children & Youth: Supporting young people to become peaceful, productive members of their 
communities through civil society engagement, connecting them with employment and 
entrepreneurial opportunities, and helping them to build life skills. 

 Conflict & Governance: Strengthening local, district, and provincial structures to promote 
sustainable peace and reconciliation. 

 Disaster preparedness: Building resilience in the face of drought, flooding and other shocks and 
stresses in areas vulnerable to climate change by enhancing community capacity to adapt, 
recover and manage existing natural resources. 

 Agriculture & Food: Supporting sustainable livelihoods and empowering small holder farmers 
with access to information, technology and markets to help them improve their productivity and 
food security. 

 
Increasingly Mercy Corps sees its comparative advantage as working with the most vulnerable and risk 
prone communities in the ASALs. The team have developed competencies in strengthening and 
diversifying pastoralist livelihoods in Wajir and Turkana and specifically working on peace building and 
youth empowerment with marginalized groups. 
 
As the country governments are developing their second County Development Implementation Plans 
and incorporating lessons learnt from the first few years of devolved government it is a good time for 
Mercy Corps to reflect on its strategy for engagement in the ASAL counties. This document lays out the 
strategic framework for this engagement, including objectives, key outcomes and the principles and 
approaches that will guide the organization to achieve these. 
 

Vision 
Happy, healthy, safe, productive & prosperous communities in the ASALs 

Overall Goal 
 
To build sustainable livelihoods and durable peace through resilient and inclusive development for 
pastoralist1 communities in the ASALs 

Strategic Objectives and Key Outcomes 
The increased focus on accelerating development in the ASAL counties has resulted in the drafting of 
numerous strategies and strategic frameworks. These are all relevant to Mercy Corps work and the 
Mercy Corps ASAL strategy draws heavily on a number of them. Specifically; 

1. Vision 2030 Development Strategy for Northern Kenya and other Arid Lands, 2010., and 
2. The Ending Drought Emergencies Common Programme Framework  

                                                           
1 ‘Pastoralist’ in this statement refers to the broader pastoralist identify rather than the technical definition of 
pastoralist as someone who derives all or most of his/her livelihood from livestock. 
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However the objectives of Mercy Corps strategy diverge in some areas particularly where Mercy Corps 
sees opportunities to contribute to economic growth in a different way and has the capacity to do so2 
and where Mercy Corps is compelled to work with a specific, marginalized sector of society (e.g. 
adolescent girls)  
 
The strategic objectives and key outcomes that Mercy Corps work in the ASALs aims to achieve are laid 
out below. Principles which guide the programming under each objectives are also presented. 
 

Objective 1 – Peaceful Coexistence  
 
Theory of Change 
 
 Pastoralists in areas that have seen increased peace and security are more likely to have 
opportunities to employ effective livelihoods coping strategies, thus reducing their vulnerability to and 
aiding their recovery from extreme droughts. 
 
Principles: 

 Build structures at all levels to mitigate conflict risks (community up to county level) 
 
Outcomes:  

1. Peace infrastructure to mitigate and respond to conflicts enhanced  
a. Facilitating collaboration and early response (e.g. chiefs committees) 

2. Inter-community conflicts reduced (inc cross border and involvement of women) 
a. Inter-communal cooperation through dialogue and early conflict resolution 

3. Efficient utilization of resources through negotiated agreements and effective management 
a. joint economic and natural resource management initiatives 

 

Objective 2 – Strong Human Capital 
 
Theory of Change 
Healthy, skilled, innovative, resourceful and empowered population (?Youth) are the foundation for 
sustainable and resilient livelihoods and economic growth 
 
Principles: 

 Basic services in ASALs have to be risk informed and shock responsive so should include surge 
mechanisms that expand and contract service provision according to pre-defined triggers 
during shocks and stresses. 

 Focus on Youth 

 The needs of households in ASALs are best met through a hybrid service delivery model of 
both public and private service providers 

 

                                                           
2 For example, EDE Pillar 2 – Climate-Proofed Infrastructure is a high priority for County Government and large 
scale infrastructure is allocated considerable County and National funding so it is not necessary for MC to have an 
major engagement in this pillar. Small scale water and livelihood related infrastructure are addressed through 
Objective 3 
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Outcomes 
1. Increased numbers of trained, skilled and literate individuals able to engage in productive 

employment. 
a. Boma groups 
b. GIRL empowerment 
c. Vocational training 

2. Resilient service delivery and reliable services for resilience (water, sanitation, health & nutrition 
including surge mechanisms)  

3. Demand for services increased through community education and empowerment  
a. Nutrition, reproductive health and WASH education through groups (inc mentoring for 

behavior change) 
b. Natural resource management through Resilience and Climate adaptation committees. 

4. Addressing root causes of gender inequity and harmful gender norms 
a. GIRL empowerment 
b. Engagement of the whole family in activities which result in a more equitable gender 

balance of power. 
 

Objective 3 – Sustainable Livelihoods 
Three focus areas i) livestock production and related industries, ii) alternative livelihoods for 
sedentarised households, iii) access to credit and savings. 
 
Principles 

  

 Governance of natural resources should be at ward, or where appropriate conservancy level 
not at village level 

 
Outcomes 

1. Improved market linkages and access to finance for pastoralists and micro and small-businesses 
across multiple value chains and different businesses 

a. Livestock traders 
b. Milk value chain 
c. Use of technology for better information dissemination and monitoring? 

2. Improved governance and management of natural resources  
a. County allocation, Ward/conservancy climate adaptation committees, plans and range 

improvement activities 
b. Water resource management and efficient use (including as a peace dividends) 

3. Promoting investment in alternative livelihoods 
a. Boma model for women (and boys?) 
b. Expanding business opportunities, including access to finance, for small scale 

entrepreneurs (e.g. franchising) 
c. Developing markets in other ASAL products (e.g. gums, honey, poultry, fish) 
d. Developing skills for youth to engage in urban industries/services (construction, 

mechanics etc) 
 

Strategic Approaches 
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Mercy Corps’ Resilience Approach  
Working through local champions to strengthen existing opportunities, Mercy Corps’ resilience work 
aims to support a community’s capacity to cope with disturbances, adapt to changing conditions, and 
enable learning, innovation and transformation. Mercy Crops’ Resilience Framework (See Appendix A) 
identifies three resilience capacities to better equip individuals, households, communities, and systems 
to prepare for and deal with risk over time. The resilience capacities are defined in Table 1 below, and 
are embedded in the outcomes described above for each of the three objectives.  
 

Absorptive Capacity (short term)  The ability to minimize sensitivity to shocks 
and stresses.  

Adaptive Capacity (medium term)  The Ability to proactively modify conditions 
and practices in anticipation of or as a 
reaction to shocks and stresses.  

Transformative Capacity (long term)  Creates the conditions to facilitate systemic 
change and a positive environment in which 
people are willing and able to invest and 
innovate, while managing risks. Addresses 
underlying cultural, institutional and 
learning dynamics within the system, 
enabling communities to absorb and adapt 
over the long term.  

 
The MC resilience approach has Four Guiding Principles:  
1. Complex dynamics require a systems approach - Systems are unpredictable and deeply inter-
connected. Quality interventions need to understand the dynamics and relationships at play. Mercy 
Corps’ approach begins with analysis, then moves quickly to intervention, to learn and adjust.  
2. Strong partnerships and dynamic relationships are transformative - Strong partnerships and social 
learning drive new ideas, and the adaptation and promotion of shared interest. Partners unlock the 
capacities within communities.  
3. Our role is one of facilitation - Catalyse and support inclusive systems through a facilitative approach. 
Rather than becoming part of the system, build awareness, create linkages, and promote an 
environment of inclusivity, collaboration and trust.  
4. Model, test and iterate to build an evidence-base towards resilience - Evidence of improved 
resilience is rarely visible within the cycle of an individual project. Aim to strengthen the evidence base 
through continual modelling, testing, measuring and refining strategies through country and regional 
portfolios.  
 
The resilience principles above are also woven into the strategy through the design of the specific 
activity areas contributing to each outcome as well as the emphasis on learning and adaptation (see 
below) 
 

Understanding the dynamics of pastoralist livelihoods in Kenya 
In line with the first resilience principle, Mercy Corps believes that to impact the complex pastoralist 
system in the ASALs it is necessary to apply an analytical framework to identify the different needs of 
different groups within the system. Recent studies (Lind et al., 2016)(Catley & Iyasu, 2010) into the 
dynamics of pastoralism in East Africa have proposed a framework based on the idea that pastoralists 
are either ‘moving up’, ‘hanging in’, ‘moving out’ or ‘dropping/dropped out’. Using this framework to 
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analyse the population in the target ASAL counties allows the program to identify appropriate activities 
for households in rural areas, urban areas and those who move between. 
 

 
Figure 1 - Analysing Livelihood Systems in East Africa 

 

Working with Others 
 
MCK has identified four different ways of working on its main activity areas;  
 

1. Direct implementation  - Using its considerable expertise in the three program areas above the 
Mercy Corps teams in each county will engage with government, private sector, institutions at 
all levels to implement activities to achieve the planned outcomes 

2. Implementation with partners – Partnership with county government is essential for the 
sustainability of development outcomes. In addition, where there are advantages to extending 
its reach (geographically and sectorally), Mercy Corps will partner with local and/or international 
NGOs and private sector institutions to multiply the impact of its programs. 

3. Advocacy and lobbying – It is important for Mercy Corps to engage with county (and national 
government) to ensure a robust enabling environment for progress in the three pillars of the 
strategy. Mercy corps will support the development of relevant policies, strategies and 
regulatory frameworks as well as seeking to influencing budget allocations where appropriate. 

4. Leveraging resources for common objectives. – There are multiple actors engaged in ASAL 
development and to achieve some of the objectives above there is a need for coordination and 
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channeling of efforts. Coordination and collaboration provides opportunities to channel support 
to activities beyond Mercy Corps program areas but which nevertheless contribute the same 
objectives and are high priority for the target communities. 

 

Learning and Adaptation 
 
Mercy Corps has a strong culture of learning from within. Extensive monitoring and real time evaluation 
exercises involving all project staff promotes a culture of learning and adaptation within each program. 
This also allows the teams to take advantage of opportunities to strengthen the program or achieve an 
additional, unintended outcome base on a sound analysis of a change in the program context. This 
approach is well suited to working in the ASALs and aligns with two of the four resilience principles 
above; adapting to the dynamics of the system and modeling and testing to build an evidence base. 
 
To ensure this robust learning and adaptation approach is used throughout the ASAL programs, this 
strategy includes a collaborative focus on three elements: 

i. Monitoring, evaluation, and extraction of lessons learnt to build evidence, 

ii. To turn evidence into learning, and 

iii. Transfer of learning to action to make mid-course corrections or adaptations. 
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Mercy Corps Resilience Framework 
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