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A B S T R A C T

Severe droughts in East Africa threaten pastoralist livelihoods, with donkeys providing vital but undervalued support in transporting water, food, and resources. This 
study examines policy and provision for working donkeys in Kenya and Ethiopia, countries severely affected by drought and heavily reliant on donkeys for com
munity resilience. We narratively reviewed national and international documents relevant to donkey welfare, particularly during drought (n = 77), spanning animal 
health, agriculture, climate change, disaster risk management, and water. We found donkeys largely absent—only 17 policies referenced equids, mainly in economic 
rather than welfare terms. To explore ground realities, lived experience and barriers to successful provision of donkey welfare during drought, we conducted 41 semi- 
structured interviews with government officials, veterinarians, non-governmental organisation and pastoralist representatives. Stakeholders reported systemic 
exclusion of donkeys from veterinary curricula, health infrastructure, and drought relief efforts. Barriers to provision included the invisibility of their contributions, a 
lack of data on their economic value, and livestock models focused on production animals. Recommendations for future policy comprise the explicit inclusion of 
equids in policy definitions of livestock and corresponding inclusion in livestock and disaster risk management frameworks; ensuring eligibility for feed and vet
erinary support. Practical improvements could be made regarding welfare law enforcement, integrating donkeys into veterinary curricula, collecting data on their 
economic value and resilience contributions and prioritising drought preparedness initiatives. A One Health/Welfare approach linking human, animal, and envi
ronmental wellbeing, combined with coordinated and context-specific drought interventions, could strengthen community resilience, enhance animal welfare, and 
safeguard pastoralist livelihoods.

1. Introduction

Extreme weather disproportionately affects vulnerable communities 
including 60% of the 1.3 billion global poor dependent on livestock for 
their livelihoods (IPCC, 2023; Thornton et al. 2002). Drought is a 
complex, slow-onset phenomenon with multifaceted causes and far 
reaching impacts on the environment, society and economy (Wilhite, 
2002; Wilhite and Glantz, 1985). The factors influencing drought 
impact are by nature interdisciplinary, with physical such as meteoro
logical and ecological influences interacting with socioeconomic in
fluences (Wilhite and Glantz, 1985). Droughts produce severe impacts 
where there is existing socioeconomic vulnerability (Wilhite, 2002; 
Wisner et al., 2004). Although historically receiving less research 
emphasis, factors such as development (or underdevelopment) and po
litical and social history influence drought outcomes (Garcia and 

Ellman, 1981; Glantz, 1976; Hewitt, 1983; Holloway, 2000). As such 
drought management efforts need to address context specific vulnera
bilities in order to be sustainable (Wilhite, 2002). From 2020 to 2023, 
drought severely affected East Africa, particularly arid and semi-arid 
lands (ASALs), resulting in widespread crop failure, up to 70% live
stock loss in some areas and increased conflict over dwindling resources. 
Resultant poverty and food insecurity were seen (Tedla et al. 2025; 
UNHCR, 2023), and an estimated 26 million people were threatened 
with food shortages (FAO and WFP, 2022).

Working donkeys are crucial to rural communities in low and 
middle-income countries (LMICs) worldwide, as such, there is an urgent 
need to examine their contributions to sustainable livelihoods and 
community resilience to extreme weather (Grace et al. 2022). In East 
Africa, pastoralist communities routinely use donkeys for transporting 
water, animal fodder, and belongings and donkeys are of significant 
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cultural importance. However, during drought, their role becomes even 
more vital. When water sources close to home dry up, donkeys trek long 
distances to water, used to sustain people, crops and other animals 
(Onyango, 2022). They enable access to healthcare facilities, aid dis
tribution centres and markets, provide traction for agriculture, carry 
animal feed to weakened livestock and, in extreme cases, support 
migration (Oduori et al., 2026; Kelman et al., 2025). Work with donkeys 
can provide a direct source of income and support livelihood diversifi
cation, reducing vulnerability to future drought and increasing com
munity resilience (Geiger et al. 2020).

A country's management of drought (including preparedness and 
resilience building) is governed by its policies and protocols. During 
drought, emergency responses including food, water and healthcare 
provision, water infrastructure improvement, cash transfers, community 
capacity building, animal feed provision and veterinary treatment, are 
often undertaken by governments and NGOs to preserve human and 
animal lives (Skoufias, 2003; Thomas et al. 2020). Despite their 
importance in resilience, donkeys are rarely acknowledged in develop
ment initiatives, agricultural policies, emergency aid initiatives and 
drought response programmes, which tend to focus on food production 
animals (Clancy et al. 2021; Grace et al. 2022). This results in poor 
outcomes for donkey health and donkey-reliant communities. With 
increasing global temperatures, ASALs are projected to expand, adding 
more pressure to fragile environments and agricultural systems and 
further increasing future drought likelihood (IPCC, 2023). Therefore, 
the contribution of donkeys in helping communities adapt to these 
changing conditions needs urgent recognition. Identification of their 

importance to drought resilience in policy is vital to enacting changes 
that will support the adaptation of ASAL communities at ground level.

This paper investigates the extent to which working donkeys are 
considered in national and international policy and practice, focusing on 
Kenya and Ethiopia—countries with recent droughts and high donkey 
populations (10.8 million and 1.2 million respectively (Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2024; KNBS, 2019); 
Fig. 1). Through analysis of 77 documents and 41 key informant in
terviews, we highlight current gaps in policy, ground realities in prac
tice, and formulate recommendations to improve support for 
donkey-reliant ASAL communities. The paper first presents both meth
odologies used, followed by policy analysis results and discussion, 
moves on to key informant interview results and discussion and con
cludes with a general discussion and recommendations.

2. Methods

Two complementary methodologies were employed: (1) a policy 
analysis examining documents across relevant domains (animal health, 
agriculture, climate change, disaster risk management, and water); and 
(2) semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders in Kenya and 
Ethiopia.

2.1. Policy analysis methodology

2.1.1. Policy analysis objectives
To evaluate the extent to which the policy environment in Kenya and 

Fig. 1. Reported donkey populations across Africa including our target countries of Ethiopia and Kenya.
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Ethiopia adequately supports donkey welfare and equid-reliant com
munities during drought.

2.1.2. Literature search
A literature search was used to identify national and regional pol

icies, laws and guidelines that may influence the treatment of working 
donkeys and their owners as they face the challenges of drought. The 
following policy areas were identified as potentially relevant: animal 
welfare and/or health, agriculture, climate change, disaster risk man
agement (DRM) and water management. Inclusion criteria for all 
retrieved documents were: that the document was specific to Kenya or 
Ethiopia, fell within the preceding policy areas listed and was publicly 
available in English.

The FAOLEX database was used as the primary repository searched. 
It is an ‘up-to-date legislative and policy database, one of the world's 
largest online repositories of national laws, regulations and policies on 
food, agriculture and natural resources management’ (Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2025). Animal welfare 
was a key element of the research question and documents searched 
revealed references to other documents fitting the inclusion criteria that 
weren't included in the original databases, therefore an additional 
Google search was conducted with the following terms: animal welfare 
policy, animal welfare legislation and animal welfare proclamation 
alongside the country name (separately for both countries). Documents 
were also sourced from websites of the following organisations and 
government ministries, identified as having a potential role in animal 
welfare or drought response:

Kenya - Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock Development, Ministry 
of Environment and Forestry, Ministry of Water and Sanitation, Ministry 
of East African Community (EAC), the ASALs and Regional Develop
ment, The National Drought Management Authority.

Ethiopia - Ministry of Water and Energy, Ministry of Irrigation and 
Lowlands, Ministry of Agriculture, National Disaster Risk Management 
Commission.

A process of citation tracking was employed, where references within 
initially identified documents were used to locate further relevant 
documents.

2.1.3. Information extraction
Each identified document was examined in depth by one reviewer 

and the following details recorded in a spreadsheet: country of origin, 
whether the document was national or regional, date of issue (between 
1964 and 2025), document type (law, policy etc.), policy domain (if 
DRM, which DRM phase was also noted), species specificity (all animals, 
livestock, other equids, captive animals etc.), whether donkeys are 
explicitly mentioned, source of document. Based on data emerging from 
concurrent participant interviews, we also recorded the following in
formation: whether the term “livestock” was defined, which species of 
animal are detailed and in what capacity are they referred to (for 
example whether they were mentioned in relation to disease control, 
welfare or the country's economy), and whether provision is made for 
animals in DRM (where relevant). Once this second stage was complete, 
the extracted information was reviewed and summaries relevant to our 
research objective are presented as subheadings in the discussion. The 
process from document sourcing to analysis was conducted between 
January and May 2025. See Appendix A and OSF Project: Policy Analysis 
section (https://osf.io/hw96k) for a full list of documents included.

2.2. Key informant interview methodology

2.2.1. Interview objectives
To explore participant experiences regarding: a) the role of donkeys 

in promoting drought resilience, b) knowledge of donkey inclusion in 
relevant policies, c) the extent of support provided “on the ground” to 
equid-reliant communities during drought and d) whether additional 
evidence is needed to inform the inclusion of equids in livestock and 

drought-related policy. This study focuses on the responses of partici
pants to themes b-d. See Appendix B and OSF Project: Policy Analysis 
section (https://osf.io/hw96k) for the interview schedule.

2.2.2. Participants
A total of 41 semi-structured interviews were carried out with par

ticipants based in Kenya and Ethiopia who were members of four target 
groups: 1) national government officials and regional officials in ASALs 
(N = 5 Ethiopia; N = 4 Kenya); 2) vets based in ASALs (N = 8 Ethiopia; 
N = 4 Kenya); 3) pastoralist representatives in ASALs (N = 1 Ethiopia; 
N = 4 Kenya); and 4) NGO staff working in localised ASAL areas, or 
national/international organisations, with a humanitarian or animal 
welfare focus (N = 8 Ethiopia; N = 7 Kenya). This range of groups was 
felt to be representative of the different stakeholders involved with both 
donkeys and ASAL communities (from ground level to initiative 
conception and policy level) and was thus suitable for capturing the 
range of views that exist on the topics proposed. A list of potential 
participants to contact was compiled through combining the profes
sional contact networks of the authors and snowball sampling through 
suggestions from this network.

2.2.3. Interview protocol
Interviews were conducted between October 2024 and February 

2025 and were a mixture of online, phone and in-person formats. In
terviews were conducted by three interviewers [blinded]. who con
ducted briefing sessions to standardize their approach to the 
interviewing process. Six participants were female and 35 were male. All 
interviews took place in English although the option was offered to 
complete the interview in a local language if needed. Participants 
received a document detailing the study information and semi- 
structured interview themes before interviews were conducted, writ
ten consent was obtained and participants were able to withdraw within 
four weeks of the interview. Online interviews were pre-arranged and 
took place using Zoom or Google Meet video conferencing software, 
others were conducted in person or via phone. The [blinded] ethics 
committee reviewed and approved the study, approval from the Kenyan 
National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation was 
granted, and permission was granted from the Somali Region Animal 
Health Directorate in Ethiopia.

2.2.4. Interview analysis
All interviews were recorded, and audio files were transcribed using 

Otter.ai or TurboScribe.ai. Interviews lasted for an average of 34 min 
(range 14-78 min). Anonymised transcripts were checked against each 
recording and edited to correct for transcription errors; this process also 
acted as the familiarisation stage of analysis. The interview data were 
subjected to thematic analysis, undertaken according to the phases of 
Braun and Clarke (2006) to identify the common themes occurring 
across both different topics and different participant target groups. In 
cases where challenges arose from switching to the use of the local 
language, the interpretation of words or statements was clarified by 
consulting team members familiar with the local language. [blinded] 
reviewed all transcripts and generated initial top-line codes manually to 
highlight different subjects discussed and within them common concepts 
that appeared repeatedly across transcripts. Based on these concepts, a 
list of potential themes was compiled and examined by other authors 
who reviewed (and merged or separated) themes until a consensus was 
reached. Transcripts were re-visited to check for concepts that emerged 
later in the process. Representative participant quotes that illustrated 
the points made within each theme were collected and presented within 
the narrative. The four main themes (and their subthemes) are presented 
as headings in the Results and Discussion section.
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3. Policy analysis

3.1. Results

The total number of documents identified as relevant per country 
was: Ethiopia 26, Kenya 51. These documents were dated between 1964 
and 2025 and were classified based on the definitions within the doc
uments themselves as: laws, policies, frameworks, strategies, action 
plans, regulations and reports. These covered five subject areas 
(Table 1). If a document included more than one subject area, it was 
categorised by its primary area. Considerably fewer Ethiopian docu
ments were found, this is likely due to many official documents being in 
Amharic and unavailable publicly in English.

Of the twenty-six Ethiopian documents, twenty refer to livestock, but 
only three refer to equids. Of the fifty-one Kenyan documents, forty-five 
refer to livestock, but only fourteen refer to equids.

3.2. Discussion

Equid inclusion in policy was generally poor, with only seventeen of 
the seventy-seven total identified documents referencing any equid 
species. In those policies that referred to equids, production animals 
remained the focus and in many cases equids were only mentioned once 
within a list defining the species included in the policy yet were absent 
from the body of the policy. No documents included a link between 
donkeys and their role in drought, despite camels being mentioned in 
this capacity. A strong economic and utility perspective was clear in 
policy from both countries concerning animals with product value 
chains, export and Gross Domestic Product (GDP) being driving factors. 
Further analysis of reasons for donkey exclusion follows in section 2. 
Suggested provisions for animals in DRM often focussed on owners and 
livelihoods rather than animal welfare, and no donkey-specific pro
visions were identified.

3.2.1. Livestock terminology
Many documents used the term ‘livestock’ but didn't define which 

species were included in this definition (19/20 Ethiopian and 29/45 
Kenyan documents). These documents most often referred to cattle, 
sheep and goats, rarely equids, especially donkeys. When donkeys were 
mentioned, they were often not integrated with conventional livestock 
but referred to as ‘working animals’, ‘emerging livestock’ or ‘within the 
animal resource base’. Therefore, we assume that ‘livestock’ policies do 
not include donkeys unless explicitly mentioned, an assumption rein
forced during Key Informant Interviews. For those policies that did 
define livestock, definitions were inconsistent, ranging from a list of 
specific species to ‘domesticated or animals kept on the farm’.

3.2.2. Animals as commodities in policy
References to animals in policy were heavily use-based, here termed 

instrumental. These references positioned animals most often in terms of 
their role in the livestock/production industries (particularly meat and 
dairy) and the economic value of those industries to the country's GDP. 
Many policies identified goals based on increasing livestock productiv
ity, efficiency of value chains and promoting private sector investment. 

For example, the development programme Kenya Vision 2030 (Ministry 
of State for Development of Northern Kenya and other Arid Lands, 2012) 
has identified agriculture as one of the key sectors to deliver the 10 
percent annual economic growth rate envisaged under its ‘economic 
pillar’. Similarly, documents often mentioned the role of animals as 
being a source of livelihoods for people; in Kenya this was particularly 
associated with ASAL regions. Instrumental language was often used to 
refer to animals such as ‘assets’ or ‘animal resource base’. Even within 
animal health documents, animal welfare was rarely mentioned, 
instead, the focus remained on the economic importance of livestock. 
For example, in the recent Kenyan Livestock Bill (Kenyan Ministry of 
Agriculture and Livestock Development, 2024), animal welfare was 
mentioned only once, whereas livestock value chains and marketing 
where frequently discussed. Even in animal health documents, for 
example, the Animal Health Strategy and Vision for Ethiopia 
(International Livestock Research Institute and Ministry of Agriculture, 
2013), good livestock health is discussed primarily in terms of the eco
nomic gain for the livestock sector and where welfare is considered, it is 
in the context of increased productivity. Reports highlight a lack of 
operationalisation of welfare principles and focus on welfare in the 
animal production industry (IGAD, 2017; International Livestock 
Research Institute and Ministry of Agriculture, 2013).

3.2.3. Provision for animals in DRM
Considering the focus of this research on the role of donkeys in 

drought, we specifically examined any stated provisions for animals in 
DRM. Limited provisions were identified regarding animals, some 
focussed solely on animal owners rather than the animals themselves, 
for example, livestock insurance schemes. No donkey-specific provisions 
for DRM were seen in the identified documents of either country, 
although they may benefit from some measures, such as increased 
pasture availability, even if this is targeted at cattle. Country-specific 
provisions included:

Kenya: Destocking/livestock offtake programmes, livestock insur
ance schemes enabling pastoralists to claim back money after the death 
of livestock in disasters, improvements in livestock marketing, early 
warning systems, emergency funding, increasing private sector invest
ment in livestock and improving meat, milk and hide value chains. 
Emphasis was also put on breeding programmes to increase selection for 
more drought-resistant animal breeds. Proposed preventative measures 
identified that are beneficial to livestock included establishing emer
gency feed reserves and feed production programmes, pasture conser
vation, vaccination programmes, health surveillance for disease control, 
increasing staffing for extension and animal health services, improving 
veterinary facilities, rehabilitation of rangeland, improving watering 
access and support for water harvesting.

Ethiopia: Restocking of animals post-disaster, early warning sys
tems, genetic improvement of livestock species to increase drought and 
disease tolerance, improving livestock marketing facilities and value 
chains, and grazing restrictions in some areas. Proposed preventative 
measures identified that are beneficial to livestock included improving 
water supplies and rehabilitating water sources, improving animal 
health infrastructure, improving pasture and rangeland management, 
establishing drought reserves of feed and forage, protecting core 
breeding animals through livestock feed supplementation and emer
gency animal health interventions.

3.2.4. Animal welfare policy
Kenya: Although the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Chapter 360 

is the main law protecting animal welfare, 8 laws were found governing 
areas that feed into animal welfare (such as disease control and brand
ing). These are fragmented, and their jurisdiction falls under multiple 
government and county government departments resulting in practical 
difficulties implementing animal welfare standards (IGAD, 2017). Many 
current laws are outdated; some were originally written in the 1960s and 
have been amended slightly in the years since, but are still not fit for 

Table 1 
Policy documents categorised by subject area and country. Those referring to 
working equids are in brackets. For details of individual documents and the 
context in which livestock are discussed, see appendix A.

Subject Area Ethiopia Kenya

Animal Health/Welfare 8 (2) 17 (9)
Disaster Risk Management 2 9
Agriculture 6 14 (5)
Climate Change 8 (1) 8
Water Management 2 3
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purpose in the current environment (World Organisation for Animal 
Health, 2015).

A new Livestock Bill was introduced in 2024(Kenyan Ministry of 
Agriculture and Livestock Development, 2024). Livestock is defined in 
the bill and includes draught animals, which are described as “an animal 
used to draw a load and includes a camel, donkey, horse, mule or ox”. 
Animal welfare does not feature heavily in the bill, with only two 
mentions: once being development of the livestock sector through 
objective (r) ‘protection of animals and their welfare’, the other being a 
section on county government animal control and welfare regarding the 
licensing of dogs and provision of facilities for the accommodation, care 
and burial of animals. The main foci of the bill are disease eradication, 
livestock sector productivity, value chains and marketing. However, the 
bill does describe the need for measures to deal with disasters in the 
livestock sector, setting out the expectation that county governments in 
collaboration with national government will ‘put in place emergency 
measures to mitigate disasters affecting livestock’. Although guidance 
on how this is to be achieved is not detailed in the bill, both emergency 
preparedness and disaster mitigation are mentioned, suggesting both 
pre-emptive DRM and disaster response elements. It is also noted that an 
‘Animal Welfare and Protection Bill’ has been under deliberation since 
2019 but has not yet been ratified.

Ethiopia: There were 4 laws found governing areas that impact 
animal welfare such as disease control and live animal marketing, 
however in Ethiopia's criminal code it is only an offence to commit acts 
of cruelty to an animal in a publicly observable place. A report on the 
animal health subsector determined that “existing laws are obsolete and 
fail to comply with current scientific developments and international 
standards” (International Livestock Research Institute and Ministry of 
Agriculture, 2013).

However, a new animal health and welfare proclamation was 
established in 2025 which sets out the duty of an animal owner in 
providing suitable diet, water, shelter, veterinary care, handling and 
transportation (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2025). The 
proclamation also prohibits the cruel treatment of animals (including 
the overloading or overworking of any working animal). This represents 
a step big forward in comparison to previous legislation. However, there 
are no penalties described in this part of the legislation, whereas for 
other sections (such as movement of animals without a permit or failure 
to notify of a disease threat) fines are detailed and an enforcement 
structure provided. The welfare section states that the details on animal 
welfare will be provided by a regulation but no timescale is given. It 
should also be noted that, without associated governmental support and 
infrastructure, placing the duty of care primarily on donkey owners and 
fining individuals who fail to maintain welfare standards, may leave 
some of the poorest and most marginalised communities at a further 
disadvantage, particularly during prolonged droughts.

3.2.5. Comparison with international guidelines
Key international guidelines explicitly mention working equids or 

working animals. The Livestock Emergency Guidelines and Standards 
(LEGS) are a set of international guidelines and standards that aim to 
improve the quality and livelihood impact of livestock-related projects 
in humanitarian situations, including drought (LEGS: Livestock 
Emergency Guidelines and Standards, 2014). LEGS focuses on animals 
that contribute to people's livelihoods and, as such, includes working 
equids, highlighting their importance as pack animals for transportation 
of aid and basic necessities and their support of women in particular. 
The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (successor to the 
Hyogo Framework), although not explicitly referring to equids, ac
knowledges the importance of livestock and working animals to liveli
hoods and calls for their protection (United Nations, 2015). Other 
international guidelines that acknowledge working equids include the 
OIE Terrestrial Animal Health Code Chapter 7.12 (OIE, 2018), which 
details advice for management of equids during periods of feed shortage. 
The Essential Veterinary Medicines List provides guidance on drugs and 

vaccines that should be available to treat food-producing animals 
worldwide and includes working equids as they are considered to play a 
critical role in food production value chains (World Veterinary 
Association, 2024). These international guidelines were poorly re
flected in the national documents we analysed. Although the identified 
disaster risk management documents were published over a similar 
period (2012–2018) to international guidance such as the LEGS (LEGS: 
Livestock Emergency Guidelines and Standards, 2014), they failed to 
recognise the role of donkeys in drought resilience. Only one document 
explicitly referred to working animals, with no specific mention of 
donkeys.

3.2.6. Limitations
Although the search was time limited and so may not represent the 

full extent of literature available, we continued our search for some time 
after locating the final document, ensuring that the process was 
reasonably exhaustive. However, literature had to be publicly accessible 
online to be included and be available in English, this is likely to have 
particularly impacted the number of documents examined for Ethiopia 
as both Amharic and English are used for official documents, whereas in 
Kenya English is commonly used.

4. Key informant interviews

4.1. Results and Discussion

Within the key informant interviews, four main themes were iden
tified with respect to policy: 4.1. Lack of donkey inclusion across mul
tiple spheres, 4.2. Potential benefits of and barriers to including donkeys 
in policy, 4.3. Current drought initiatives and their efficacy, 4.4. Chal
lenges to successful emergency drought provision. Sections 4.3 and 4.4
are not specific to the role of donkeys but examine drought related 
support provided to donkey reliant communities. Direct quotes are 
displayed with a pseudonymised participant number and country 
identifier: K for Kenya and E for Ethiopia. Additional relevant quotes are 
available in Appendix C and OSF Project: Policy Analysis section 
(https://osf.io/hw96k).

4.2. Lack of donkey inclusion across multiple spheres

An absence of provision for donkeys was notable across many aspects 
of regulation and service provision. This encompassed a lack of inclusion 
in policies, in disaster relief efforts, in the veterinary curriculum and in 
animal health infrastructure. The absence of donkeys in all types of 
policy documentation was a gap that participants frequently discussed 
in the context of both Ethiopia and Kenya, leaving donkey owning 
communities unsupported: “most of the policies, even the agricultural 
policy, you see, the mechanization policy, the climate resilience, all those, you 
don't find, actually, the equines being mentioned directly” (E28).

Donkeys are similarly absent from drought preparedness and 
drought relief initiatives, despite interventions for other livestock 
existing. If drought is forecast, animal-based preparedness plans are 
activated, including worming and vaccination initiatives, however, “the 
donkeys were generally left out. Nobody was thinking about them” (K11). At 
later drought stages in both Kenya and Ethiopia, supplementary feed 
rations for livestock are common, however donkeys are not accounted 
for, as provision is focused on livestock species with direct production 
value: “then when the fodder goes the priority is not for donkeys, not for 
mules, just for animals with salvage value. I mean those food animals, for 
example, sheep, goats, you know, cattle” (E14). One participant noted: “I've 
only worked in one program where donkeys were included as part of the 
intervention, and they were not given food. They were only given rabies 
vaccination. … We counted all the other animals as part of the animals to get 
supplementary feeding” (K16). The ‘invisible’ role that donkeys play feeds 
into them being overlooked when it comes to the formulation of disaster 
relief initiatives. One participant described the scenario of a child 
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focussed relief scheme to provide milk. Despite donkeys playing a vital 
role in the milk production value chain, they were not taken into ac
count: “They see the human being first, and they see the cattle, the producer 
of the milk, and the consumer of the milk, the in-between connection they 
don't see” (K16). Another factor highlighted was the metrics that are 
used to plan provisioning at the national level. Relevant authorities 
often rely on records of the species and number of animals that have died 
but donkey deaths are not systematically recorded. The role that don
keys play in supporting both humans and other livestock through 
drought rarely factors into the decision-making process.

Our veterinarian participants shared their experiences of receiving 
little (E2), or no training on donkeys (K1). This has led to practising 
veterinarians being under equipped to treat common donkey health 
problems and potentially utilising inappropriate treatments: “We only 
learnt about few diseases of donkeys, a lot about horses … We try to 
extrapolate what we know from the horse to the donkey, which is not always 
true” (K16). It was suggested that the low priority of the donkey in 
community hierarchies may influence veterinary training (K16). The 
number of veterinarians that specialise in donkey treatment are few and 
tend to be found in urban areas such as Nairobi in Kenya (K34), which 
means that pastoralist communities often have no access to veterinary 
services and lose animals because they cannot be treated (E28). It should 
be noted here that veterinary respondents were older alumni and that 
integration of aspects of donkey medicine into the Kenyan veterinary 
curriculum has recently improved, however the impact of these de
velopments at ground level may take time to be felt. Owners also called 
for more clinical services for donkeys to be available at local level. This 
is especially important during drought, when environmental conditions 
increase disease susceptibility.

The lack of policies and resources addressing donkey health was 
recognised as having direct consequences for animals on the ground, for 
example movement permits to prevent disease are not required for 
donkeys (K3), health inspection regulations are absent (K26) as are 
guidelines on ethical euthanasia (E28). This leads to lack of provision for 
donkey needs. Those local vets who treat donkeys have a lack of avail
able donkey suitable drugs, particularly anaesthesia and pain relief 
(E28), with a lack of profitability suggested to be a driver of these issues: 
“I don't think major companies are going to invest in medicine for donkeys. 
Who is going to buy? When the people cannot even feed the donkey” (K16). 
Parallels were also seen in the feed industry: “I don't even think there is 
any company in Kenya which makes feeds for donkeys. We always find feeds 
made for cattle and all those. But there's nothing completely for donkeys” 
(K5). The lack of animal health infrastructure to keep donkeys healthy 
results in poor productivity and poor outcomes for donkey reliant 
households.

4.3. Barriers and benefits to including donkeys in drought and welfare 
policy

Including donkeys in animal welfare and DRM policy could yield 
major benefits, such as better recognition of their needs, access to 
funding, and investment in supportive infrastructure for donkey-reliant 
communities to survive droughts. However, participants noted key 
barriers: limited evidence of their economic contribution, the challenge 
of valuing their ‘invisible’ roles, and difficulties integrating working 
animals into systems designed for production species. They also stressed 
that policy recognition would only be meaningful if effectively enforced 
at ground level.

Participants felt that including equids in policy would increase 
knowledge of the species and allow for donkey-specific legislation on 
husbandry, health, and working practices. As one noted: “They have no 
basics on how to feed a horse … they subject it to the same feeding regime as a 
cow … if they get to understand that working equids are significantly different 
… that bit of background is always important” (K3). Unlike cattle and 
sheep, whose needs are clearly set out, donkeys lack such recognition.

Including donkeys in policy could have wide-ranging effects across 

systems guided by policy including governmental funding: “funding in 
our country … depends whether we have a policy or not. Since we don't have a 
policy related to donkeys, the government may not allocate fund to such 
activities” (K1). Policy inclusion is also a prerequisite for humanitarian 
initiatives. Their absence from policy also hampers educational resource 
development: (E28). Inclusion in livestock policy could also improve 
access to resources such as food, water, veterinary care and vaccination 
programs (E25; K39), and potentially ease current restrictions on 
essential medicines: “we can bring lots of antibiotics … but strict control 
[exists] bringing pain medicines … that will be solved … if we include them in 
our policies” (E28).

Participants hoped donkey-specific legislation would improve cur
rent vague laws that hinder enforcement in cases of animal cruelty. 
Existing Kenyan law was seen as lenient and ineffective: “it's.. not taken 
seriously … it exists, but the fine … is not as punitive as we think we should 
be” (K21), with calls for harsher penalties to raise the donkey's value 
(K7). In Ethiopia, until the 2025 proclamation, cruelty was only pun
ishable in public, and even then rarely enforced: “during market day … 
beating donkey … is not really an issue from policy perspective” (E29). 
Participants stressed that policy inclusion would only matter if enforced 
(E10). While some respondents expressed optimism that “people will 
wake up” (K11) if animal welfare laws are enforced, some doubted that 
enforcement was likely: “we produce policies, just put them on the shelf” 
(E30), noting routine gaps between written policy and practice: “there 
are policies that say all children should go to school. But … do all children go 
to school? No” (K36). Effective enforcement was thought to depend on 
properly training and resourcing those tasked with the role.

However, participants acknowledged major challenges to getting 
donkeys on government agendas, chiefly due to a lack of evidence of 
donkeys' economic importance and their low perceived value. In both 
Kenya and Ethiopia “the priority for the government is for those animals 
which bring foreign currency directly, like sale of meat, sale of hide” (E14). 
Thus, economic arguments were seen as most persuasive: “what is the 
actual economic value of equines, give me numbers” (E28). However, 
donkeys' ‘invisible’ services make quantification difficult, and they are 
largely absent from national economic reports, unlike production ani
mals where outputs are easily measured.

4.4. Current drought initiatives and their efficacy

This, and the subsequent section of the paper focus on wider DRM 
and drought responses within ASAL communities, donkey specific con
tent can be found in section 4.1. Drought is a complex phenomenon, 
with no widely accepted or universal definition; and it is argued that 
there cannot and should not be one (Glantz and Katz, 1977; Wilhite and 
Glantz, 1985). As a ‘creeping’ phenomenon the onset and end of a 
drought are often difficult to determine (Wilhite, 2002). However given 
the grounded approach that this study took, we have focused responses 
to drought into three operational phases: preparedness, response and 
recovery. We discuss the initiatives that participants had observed and 
felt were needed across these drought response phases to improve 
resilience, prosperity and animal welfare outcomes. Both Kenyan and 
Ethiopian interviewees noted that droughts are now far more frequent, 
reducing recovery time and trapping communities in chronic poverty: 
“previously, it was like every 10 years … it's become like every three years and 
in some areas, even two years” (E6). Without careful and holistic planning, 
the increased frequency of droughts can undermine long-term resilience. 
Many stressed that focusing only on aid during severe drought leaves 
people unprepared: “the drought is recurrent … it might not be totally 
prevented, but people can be empowered to resist or be resilient” (E14). As a 
result, participants agreed that greater emphasis on preparedness could 
reduce the worst impacts of drought. While both government and NGOs 
are shifting from reactive aid to preparedness, most noted that sustained 
support across all drought phases is essential, as focusing on only one 
phase leaves communities vulnerable: “the best approach is to have pro
grams that carry on both during drought and also after drought … because by 
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doing that, there is that continuity” (K1).
Preparedness was seen as key, both administratively—“it's better to do 

a lot of policy processes earlier … so that impact of drought can be mini
mized” (K39)—and in project delivery: “we would prefer initiating the 
support before drought is severe … because at recovery stage we will already 
have had the damages” (K4). Without pastoralist community resilience, 
the resulting loss of animals drives irreversible environmental impacts 
and erosion of cultural practices, with people leaving the pastoral way of 
life completely (E29).Participants highlighted that some lessons were 
being learnt from past droughts and that investing early was more 
efficient: “investing $1 in pre-disaster is better than investing $100 after the 
disaster” (E41). Preparedness activities included mapping vulnerable 
areas, collecting meteorological data and providing a needs assessment 
alongside early warning systems with field monitors tracking crops, 
livestock, and nutrition (K10). Information was relayed through web
sites, bulletins, radio, and regular community outreach (K10). Efforts 
sometimes focused on farmers or pastoralists, who were encouraged to 
sell animals early: “so that [they] will not lose, like the other times … almost 
100%” (K26). Communities were also advised to stockpile resources, 
including storing affordable feed in advance before it becomes expensive 
(K5). Grazing management was another preparedness strategy (K39). 
Community preparedness in veterinary medicine is also necessary to 
avoid prices rising so high that no one can afford them due to limited 
supplies.

During the emergency response phase, initiatives centred on pre
serving life and meeting the basic needs of both humans and animals: 
“the most important priority is to quickly distribute emergency relief such as 
food and water, prevent loss of life” (E10). Aid for people included food, 
water, health services, cash, and clothing. “The community comes 
together” (E32), self-organising and, for example, selling small stock to 
hire water transport. Government support for pastoralists included 
facilitating migration and temporary access to protected areas. This 
support can also involve appropriate clothing for a change in environ
ment: “because the pastoralists come from very hot zones, and come to Jijiga 
… it's very cold … so they give them jackets and sweaters” (E32). Animal- 
focused responses primarily involved feed distribution and destocking, 
particularly of cattle: “if we have information on … carrying capacity … we 
will be able to manage the stocking rate” (K4).

The recovery phase focused on restoring livelihoods and pre-drought 
productivity, for example, through seed, cash, or restocking. This stage 
was resource-intensive, yet rebuilding was seen as crucial to break the 
drought spiral: “we intervene on the emergency, but … emphasis on the 
rebuilding … can help win some of these areas out of these drought cycles” 
(K3). Participants also noted that support was often withdrawn too 
quickly: “when the first [rain] drop comes in, oh, now drought is over, so they 
start to dismantle their tents and leave [but] … rain might bring in pasture in a 
week or two for animals, but not for humans. Human beings might not eat 
grass!” (E14).

4.5. Challenges to successful emergency drought provision

When asked whether current drought support initiatives in pasto
ralist areas were effective, it was apparent that, regardless of location, 
there were common issues impacting the ability of drought initiatives to 
maximally support communities. These included: broader bureaucratic 
and resource challenges, alongside challenges specific to pastoralist 
communities.

Although participants felt that there was a lot of knowledge on 
drought cycle management and policies are in place, some reported that 
bureaucratic challenges led to a lack of initiation of these policies on the 
ground (K16). Early warning data was sometimes ignored by the gov
ernment until too late: “We have the early warning … but they wait! They 
are competing with the vultures! They have the advantage for six months in 
trying to prevent the calamity … they are coming at an emergency, when the 
vulture is sitting on the head of my donkey, and then they are also waiting 
when the children are emaciated, pregnant mothers, elderly people” (K38). 

Drought support is only triggered once an official declaration is made, 
often leaving smaller, localised crises unaddressed despite many animals 
dying: “a drought is a drought when it's declared by the President … if it's not 
declared, those supports are not there” (K1). National thresholds in Kenya 
and Ethiopia require multiple regions to be affected, by which point 
“we've lost almost all our resources” (E6). Political considerations are also 
thought to delay action: “the government actually delays drought response 
intentionally … hoping that it can reach a level so that the international 
people can bring the money” (K5). Participants also highlighted flaws in 
early warning systems; meteorological forecasts were often unreliable 
and satellite imagery could also misrepresent ground realities, showing 
an area to be greener and in a better condition than the reality (E29). 
Once drought support is triggered, it is usually delivered by multiple 
government and NGO actors, but differing mandates often fragment 
responses, coordination across departments can be slow and bureau
cratic, causing delays. Efforts to improve this included coordination 
platforms and steering groups used avoid duplication. Despite such 
systems, delays remain common: “a lot of time money comes towards the 
end of drought, when everything has died” (K16).

As pastoralists put it: “money comes with the vultures … the support of 
government (also) comes with the vultures … the day livestock is dead and 
vultures are coming to eat. It's the time government also comes with their 
pellets”.

Participants also acknowledged the resource challenges that limit 
provision. Both governmental and NGO drought responses were con
strained by limited funds. The perceived increased frequency of signif
icant drought hampers NGO fundraising efforts: “I have fundraised for 
drought, and there's nothing more difficult than that. Why? you keep telling 
the donor the same thing” (K3). In Kenya, tensions arose over resource 
allocation, with calls for stronger support to county governments “which 
are near the community … so they can implement their project effectively” 
(K37). Despite comprehensive planning, delivery often fell short and 
rations were diluted against guidelines: “there are clear guidelines on the 
amount of and frequency of feeding of livestock, for the amount of daily 
ration you give to each animal, and how long and how you feed it. These all 
are indicated in the guideline, but when you see the actual practice on the 
ground, it's totally different” (E30). Misappropriation further undermined 
aid — elites or officials often redirected resources: “before reaching the 
common minority, some things disappear in the middle” (K26). Access to 
veterinary drugs was also problematic: “it took us more than two months to 
buy … by then the incident had already passed” (E28). Participants high
lighted missed opportunities for proactive disease control: “one of our 
biggest problem is diseases … we can do the vaccinations ahead of time. We 
can train the people now” (E28).

Participants also felt that the marginalisation of rural and pastoral 
communities impeded drought responses. Emergency assistance guide
lines were seen as urban-centred and ill-suited to pastoral contexts, 
leaving rural areas disadvantaged across both study countries. Even 
within rural populations, a pervasive issue was that livestock initiatives 
were often deprioritised in favour of human aid. When initiated, the 
success of animal-focussed initiatives also lagged behind that of human- 
focussed initiatives: “it has improved crop production, and you find that 
most areas now are not relying on relief food … [but] for the part of fodder 
production, very minimal has been done” (K34). The unique attributes of 
pastoralist communities in both countries can also complicate aid de
livery. Many communities are nomadic: “pastoralists are moving from one 
place to another looking for water … even finding them where they have 
moved to becomes a challenge” (K5). Limited infrastructure and staffing 
made outreach at scale in remote areas difficult: “we are few compared to 
the community that we serve, so the farmer-to-staff ratio needs to be 
adjusted” (K12). While centralising support would be logistically easier, 
it was noted this conflicts with pastoral culture (E15). Participants also 
highlighted mismatches between funded livelihood initiatives and pas
toral needs. Tensions also arise between traditional and government 
systems: “there are significant … traditional resource management systems 
… like grazing management systems … [but] not any policy processes that 
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support them” (K39). Poorly planned interventions risk unintended 
consequences and conflict, for example newly established water sites 
“need to be properly sited … pasture within the zone of influence of a water 
point … can easily be lost to any other person” (K39) so “there is a lot of 
conflict happening during that time because of grazing land and water, so the 
policy should consider that in avoiding conflict based on rangeland man
agement” (E41). Greater community input and flexibility in the devel
opment of initiatives was suggested, with some organisations 
formulating support initiatives with significant community input. 
However, feedback after implementation was rarely sought: “you barely 
get anybody in government … going back to ask communities—did this 
work?..so people or other governments will keep doing the same thing the 
same way, sometimes expecting different results … but how do you do it better 
if you actually didn't go back to these people and ask, where did we go 
wrong?” (K3). Where community participatory plans were developed 
they were not always actioned, “the disconnect is still there” (K39).

4.5.1. Limitations
Snowballing from a combined professional contact network risks 

selection bias, although it allowed trust between interviewer and 
participant that led to open conversations. Fewer pastoralist represen
tatives were identified in Ethiopia compared to Kenya; thus the opinions 
of this target group are likely underrepresented. Less than 15% of par
ticipants were female and as such female views are likely underrepre
sented, however this gender discrepancy is reflective of the current 
reality of gender ratios in the participant groups.

5. General discussion

Findings from both methodologies demonstrate that in Kenya and 
Ethiopia, the contributions of working equids, particularly donkeys, are 
overlooked at multiple levels. Their exclusion from policy has serious 
consequences for donkey-reliant communities, especially those affected 
by drought, whose resilience depends heavily on donkey productivity.

Many of the experiences described by our study participants are 
mirrored elsewhere in the world. Despite reliance on equids by an 
estimated 600 million people as a source of income (Sommerville et al. 
2018) it is still true that donkey contributions to human livelihoods have 
been largely unexplored (Geiger et al. 2020). The difficulties in quan
tifying their (often indirect) contributions economically also represents 
a wider problem for working equids in terms of policy inclusion where 
they remain overlooked in favour of other livestock species (Grace et al. 
2022; Pritchard, 2010). Similar situations have been reported in terms of 
animal health infrastructure and interventions across LMICs with 
limited veterinary provisions prioritised for production animals (Bonsi 
et al. 2023). Equids are commonly absent from veterinary curricula 
(Grace et al. 2022), 50% of veterinarians working for equid welfare NGO 
Brooke across 13 countries had received little to no equine veterinary 
education prior to joining the organisation (Hirson et al. 2014). Lack of 
accurate country level information on working equid populations is 
globally widespread and can hamper equid welfare and disease control 
efforts (Norris et al. 2021). For working equids to be recognised in DRM 
policy and humanitarian programming, evidence of their importance in 
supporting community resilience in LMICs will be required, a task that 
will fall to researchers and practitioners (Clancy et al. 2021).

The findings from participants on drought provision are consistent 
with wider development literature. Hierarchies within emergency 
response organisations can result in informal reports from those on the 
ground being ignored until it is too late (Devereux, 2009). Evaluations of 
drought programmes highlight the importance of acting on early 
warning data (Thomas et al. 2020), tailoring responses to each incident 
(Gautam, 2006), and prioritising risk reduction over reactive coping, 
which improves welfare and poverty outcomes (Skoufias, 2003) and can 
be more cost-effective for DRM (Rose et al. 2007; USAID, 2018). A ho
listic approach to emergency management is increasingly recognised as 
essential, incorporating human wellbeing, animal welfare, and the 

environment (Squance et al. 2021). Environmental 
degradation—including deforestation, overgrazing, and erosion—is 
strongly associated with drought vulnerability, underscoring the need 
for environmental protection as a form of mitigation (Gautam, 2006). At 
household level, informal coping strategies such as selling draught an
imals may provide short-term relief but undermine long-term economic 
growth (Skoufias, 2003).

With recurrent droughts predicted to intensify in future (IPCC, 
2023), resilience building is a priority. An integrated, holistic 
approach at both policy and programme levels will be essential to enable 
adaptation to increasingly arid environments and ensure drought re
sponses are effective. Including donkeys in policy and emergency 
drought strategies can strengthen resilience to long-term climate change 
while also improving responsiveness to immediate crises, both within 
Africa and beyond.

5.1. Recommendations and future directions

At the policy level we suggest that definitions of livestock are 
amended to explicitly include donkeys and other working equids as part 
of policy reform. This will place them on an equal footing with other 
species, securing provision for them in livestock initiatives such as 
health surveillance and welfare guidelines. We recommend that animal 
welfare policies include clear and enforceable mechanisms in order to 
maximise the translation of top-level policy into actions effective on the 
ground. Recognising the roles of donkeys and other working equids 
within DRM policy is also critical. Reflective of their pivotal role in 
sustaining communities and supporting both humans and other live
stock for DRM they need to be included in drought provisions such as 
veterinary initiatives and establishment of donkey fodder reserves for 
emergency use.

In terms of animal health we recommend that donkey-specific 
modules are added to veterinary curricula and that community hus
bandry programmes are run alongside the training of veterinarians and 
para-vets already working in communities to improve donkey specific 
competencies. In terms of research, we recommend that data is collected 
to quantify donkeys’ contributions to community resilience and GDP, 
including recognition of their indirect roles, in order to facilitate a more 
accurate reflection of their economic value. Investigation of the impact 
of severe drought on donkey health should also be a research priority. 
We recommend that donkeys are provided for within current animal 
health infrastructure, and are able to access essential equine veterinary 
medicines.

In terms of drought management and emergency response we 
suggest that a holistic One Health/Welfare approach is utilised which 
takes into account the linkages between environmental, human and 
animal wellbeing. Reflective of this interdisciplinarity we recommend 
coordinated drought responses employing effective inter-departmental 
and inter-organisational communication strategies. We recommend 
employing tailored drought responses that reflect local contexts 
including the challenges faced by pastoralist communities. We empha
sise the need for drought preparedness alongside continuity of support 
in order to buffer the impacts of drought, build resilience, and help break 
poverty spirals. This includes advanced preparation of reserves of vac
cines, veterinary drugs, and feed alongside timely action on early 
warning data.

6. Conclusion

Our results showed that donkeys are largely absent from relevant 
environmental, agricultural, disaster management and welfare policy, 
with only 17 of 77 documents directly referencing equids. Our key 
informant interviews support these findings, reporting systemic exclu
sion of donkeys from policy, veterinary services and drought in
terventions, despite their widely acknowledged and critical role in 
supporting pastoralist cultures (Oduori et al. 2026). Future research 
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should quantify the direct and indirect economic benefits of working 
donkeys to communities and evaluate the effectiveness of including 
donkeys in policy and drought interventions. By recognising the 
importance of donkeys as integral components of livestock systems and 
including them in policy and practice, governments and organisations 
have the opportunity to improve animal welfare and strengthen liveli
hoods and drought resilience for millions of people in East Africa and 
globally.
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Appendix B. Interview Schedule

Semi Structured Interview Themes

Working animals as agents of climate-related drought resilience in marginalised communities: Semi-structured Expert Interviews
**** Before the interview can formerly begin, the PI will ask the interviewee to confirm they have read, understood and accept the participant 

information sheet and consent form – this verbal consent will be recorded. We will remind participants that they are able to withdraw from the 
interview at anytime up until the point of anonymisation ****

Themes:.

1) Brief Work Profile 
⋅ Can you briefly describe your current role and how long you have worked within your organisation?

2) The role of donkeys in drought resilience 
⋅ Do you believe that donkeys play a role in helping communities to be more resilient to droughts?
⋅ Can you talk me through how this happens and how you have experienced or witnessed this?
⋅ Can donkeys play a role in preserving pastoralist cultures?
⋅ Do you feel that the benefits of donkey ownership are different based on owner gender?

3) The current policy environment 
⋅ How much/little do local and national livestock policies include working equids (donkeys, horses and mules)?
⋅ How much/little do local and national climate policies include working equids (donkeys, horses and mules)?
⋅ What do you think the benefits of including working equids in these policies would be?
⋅ What do you think the barriers or challenges of including working equids in these policies would be?
⋅ What are the key current policies or protocols on drought assistance or support initiatives for communities in the case of drought?
⋅ To what extent have these been put into action during the recent periods of drought?
⋅ Do you feel that these have worked effectively or not and what are the reasons for this?

4) Policy and practice 
⋅ Do you feel that there are currently any gaps between what is written in policies and guidelines and what is put into place on the ground?
⋅ If you could (for example with an unlimited budget), would you make any changes to policies or drought strategies and what would these be?
⋅ Where do you think the priorities in provisioning should be throughout the drought cycle? (For example should more support be provided to 
communities when drought occurs initially or to help recover after a drought?)
⋅ Do you feel that different types of support should be provided throughout the different stages of the drought cycle and what would these types 
of support be?

5) Further Information 
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⋅ How could further evidence or research results on these topics be used?
⋅ In what format would any evidence or research results be most useful to you?
⋅ Is there anything else that you feel we should know?

Appendix C. Additional Quotes

4. Key Informant Interviews

4.1. Lack of donkey inclusion across multiple spheres

Policy 

“currently, as it is, there's nothing at all for donkeys completely … there is 
always that challenge in Kenya, that non-food animals almost miss out on 
all policies” (K5).

“those communities with donkeys, they are unsupported” (E15).

Disaster Relief Efforts 

“it is common to find the government organizing mass deworming in sheep 
and goats, in cattle to make sure that they are able to go through the 
drought with the minimum feeding, with no worms.” (K11).

“I think in climate and drought … every you know, emergency is related to 
very valuable animals. When you say very valuable animal it’s cattle, 
especially the milk one, so the donkey has nothing from this” (E29).

“I think at the national level, when NDMA and other relevant authorities 
are working on this, I think the main question they usually ask themselves 
is how many animals and which species have died. So, when they list the 
animals that have died, then donkeys and camels are usually not there in 
the list” (K35).

“So, when they list the animals that have died, then donkeys and camels 
are usually not there in the list” (K35).

Veterinary Curriculum 

“Those people who concentrate on donkeys, mostly in Kenya, they come 
from Nairobi, and you find that a farmer here has a problem, and he or 
she doesn't know where to solve the problem” (K34).

“Especially equine medicine is difficult to find in the pastoral areas … they 
tend to lose a number of animals rather than focusing on treating” (E28).

Animal Health Infrastructure 

“when the donkeys get sick or they need assistance, food or anything, they 
the owners just have problems really sourcing for it” (K5).

4.2. Barriers and benefits to including donkeys in drought and welfare policy

Increase knowledge and donkey-specific legislation 

Unlike donkeys, “it is almost very clear how you treat them (cattle and 
sheep) before slaughter. How you water them” (K11)

Access to resources 

“as long as it's not within the livestock policy setup, then it will never be 
considered even with mainstream donors” (K16).

“the reason that they failed was they were not passing through the gov
ernment channel … It should be a government agenda” (E28).

“livestock policy will improve access to resources such as food and water 
and veterinary care” (E25)

“major vaccination exercises will also consider donkeys” (K39)

Improved Enforcement 

“we experience a lot of welfare issues … the law is very vague because the  
policies are not yet done” (K26).
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“Good policies and guidelines are of little use if they are not properly 
implemented on the ground” (E10).

“if … owners know if you do this, you are breaking the government policy 
… and can be punished … people will wake up” (K11).

Limited Evidence of Donkeys' Economic Importance 

“as soon as we show the economic benefits … then it will start capturing 
the minds of the policy makers” (K35).

“we lack evidence how these equines are contributing into household 
economy and national GDP” (E6).

“they are doing everything, but no-one recognizes” (E14).

“in our national economic review reports … hardly do you find the 
contribution of a donkey sighted anywhere” (K11).

“for dairy animals … we’re able to provide milk … but for donkeys, how 
are we going to measure the impact?” (K16).

4.3. Current drought initiatives and their efficacy

Preparedness 

“there is a lot of dropout from the pastoral system … almost all of the 
animals get lost so there is a lot of burden on natural resource. Those drop 
out people … need to cut trees for charcoal production or any petty trade” 
(E29).

“it will give you the coverage or the extent of what is needed … in which 
community, in which area, and to what extent” (E15).

“keep the meat in dry form … keep [water] for drought times” (E27).

“we purchased it … but the price goes up because it was not available. 
Those kind of preparedness should be there” (E28).

Response 

“sometimes in the case of drought, [what is] effective is immediate crisis 
management” (E9).

“government is supporting also movement of pastoralists … transportation 
services … access into protected areas” (K39).

Recovery 

“so that they can replace the core [breeding animals] who have perished” 
(E27).

“from the emergency to recovery, they usually need a lot of resources to 
kick back to their normal livelihoods” (K20).

4.4. Challenges to Successful Emergency Drought Provision

Bureaucratic Challenges 

“there's a lot of knowledge on drought cycle management … the policies 
are there, it's complacency” (K16).

“in some woredas1 we predicted drought … in the third season it rained. 
Other areas predicted normal rainfall did not rain” (E15).

“vegetation in pastoral areas seems okay … but on the ground animals are 
dying and people are malnourished” (E29).

“these things are happening, but in isolation. So people just focus on their 
own way of intervening” (K21).

“sectoral delivery is sometimes delaying the effectiveness” (K39).

“different departments … are usually grouped in to discuss” (K4).

“Bureau of Disaster Risk Management was providing early warning, WFP 
cash distribution, VSF rehabilitation of water schemes” (E15).

1 A woreda is an administrative division (area) managed by a local government.
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Resource Challenges 

“sometimes you don't receive a fund that you need to respond to the need 
of the communities” (E27).

“we are not fully implementing the resilience plans because of limited 
resources” (K4).

“even with the little food … elites within the community are the ones who 
benefit” (K35).

Marginalisation of Rural and Pastoral Communities 

“policy might not consider a local consistency leading to one size fits all” 
(E9).

“most of the policy makers … focus on the larger population, forgetting the 
rural population” (K7).

“rural and remote communities often get very minor assistance compared 
to a populated area” (E22).

“the logistics will be first used to deliver human food before … livestock 
food” (K16).

“the kind of value chains that support the livelihoods of pastoralists, they 
do not pick those” (K26).

“the best scenario is to involve the community in identifying their issues” 
(K1).

“NGOs work with communities, develop a very beautiful policy with a 
very clear plan but it's just terrible because government will say that there 
are not enough resources to implement that … nobody is even referencing 
those documents to do any development plan, development activities … 
the disconnect is still there” (K39).

Data availability

The data are shared as a supplementary file.
Policy Data - please note that the link above is temporary for review 

purposes and will change to a public link once the manuscript is 
published. (Original data) (osf)
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