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Abstract 

Livestock is considered as the largest and most crucial sector of Somaliland 

economy, in terms of employment and income generation. Livestock production 

is so paramount that it employs over 70 percent of the population and contributes 

60 percent of the countryôs Gross Domestic Product and 85 percent of the export 

earnings. Taking its importance into account, livestock production recently faced 

numerous challenges which are likely to put at risk the sustainability of livestock 

trade and the future of its exports. This study aims to probe the sustainability of 

Somaliland livestock trade and the future of its exports. It specifically examines 

the effect of natural environmental factors, institutional factors, competition 

from neighboring countries and threats originating from export destinations. 

Given the impact of both internal and external factors, the study finds that the 

sustainability of Somaliland livestock trade is in jeopardy, while the future of 

livestock exports is not bright. 
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 Introduction  

Livestock is a significant sector and asset globally with a value of not less than $1.4 

trillion (Thornton, 2010).  According to Thornton et al. (2006) (cited in Thornton, 2010: 

2853), ñ[t]he livestock sector is increasingly organized in long market chains that employ 
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at least 1.3 billion people globally and directly support the livelihoods of 600 million poor 

smallholder farmers in the developing worldò. Majority of the developing countries 

mainly export primary or unmanufactured products such as agricultural, livestock and 

mineral products. In the developing countries, livestock contributes 33 percent share to 

the agricultural GDP (Thornton, 2010). A number of Sub-Saharan African countries, 

those in East Africa in particular, profoundly depend on the exports of livestock. 

Livestock is, thus, a vital economic sector in these countries and substantially contributes 

to the GDP as well as to the national economies as a whole. In this age of globalization, 

nations are highly interdependent economically due to not only the flow of goods but also 

the flow of services, capital, and people (Salvatore, 2013).   

Livestock is considered as the largest and most crucial sector of Somaliland economy, 

in terms of employment and income generation. Livestock production is so paramount 

that it employs over 70 percent of the population and contributes 60 percent of the 

countryôs Gross Domestic Product and 85 percent of the export earnings (Ministry of 

National Planning and Development, 2015). However, the livestock sector had 29.5 

percent share of the total GDP ï the first estimation of the countryôs GDP conducted by 

the World Bank and the Ministry of National Planning and Development ï in 2012 

(World Bank & Ministry of National Planning and Development, 2014). Livestock is the 

principal product that Somaliland exports to the foreign markets ï mainly to Gulf 

Countries such as Saudi Arabia and Yemen. Between 2010 and 2014, the countryôs 

livestock exports were estimated to be around 16.3 million heads, 3.5 million heads of 

which were exported in 2012 alone. Livestock exports are often accompanied by its 

byproducts (i.e. hides and skins); in 2011, approximately 13.6 million pieces were 

exported (Ministry of National Planning and Development, 2015; Muhumed, 2016).  

In addition to the significance of the livestock sector, Somaliland economy heavily 

depends on international trade (exports and imports) as the ever-increasing volume of 

international trade led to growing interdependence among nations. In 2012, export levies 

and import taxes contributed over 50 percent of the nationôs revenue. Additionally, the 

economy is described as a very open economy with a ratio of imports plus exports to GDP 

of 91.5 percent, the 7th highest in Sub-Saharan Africa and 45th highest in the world (World 

Bank and Ministry of National Planning and Development, 2014). However, given that 

countryôs imports exceed its exports, the trade deficit is substantial, financed by 

remittances and aid contributions.  

Taking its importance into account, livestock production recently faced numerous 

challenges which are likely to put at risk the sustainability of livestock trade and the future 

of its exports. These factors can be categorized into internal and external factors. Major 

internal factors include natural environmental factors ï recurrent droughts, environmental 

degradation, and climate change ï; urbanization and transformation of rural lifestyle; 

absence of formal livestock market and functioning financial system. Poor infrastructure 

and local price and exchange rate fluctuations also play a role. Among the external factors 

is growing competition from neighboring countries (Djibouti and Ethiopia), and threats 

originating from foreign markets and livestock export destinations (Saudi Arabia in 

particular).     
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This study aims to probe the sustainability of Somaliland livestock trade and the future 

of its exports. It specifically examines the determinants and/or factors that may influence 

the sustainability of livestock trade including the above mentioned natural environmental 

factors, institutional factors, competition from neighboring countries and threats 

originating from export destinations.      

The study employs both primary and secondary data. As far as the primary data is 

concerned, extensive interviews were conducted between January and February 2018 in 

Marodijeh and Togdheer regions to reach out to stakeholders. Among the targeted 

stakeholders are producers (nomadic pastoralists), brokers, livestock traders, and 

government institutions ï Ministry of Livestock, Ministry of Environment and Rural 

Development and Chamber of Commerce.  

Internal Factors  

Recurrent Droughts  

Being a semi-arid land with a limited rainfall annually, the country is prone to repeated 

droughts. Nomadic pastoralists in Somaliland have experienced droughts since time 

immemorial but recording their dates, names, and magnitude dates back to the colonial 

era as the Somaliland British Protectorate administrations documented them. Droughts 

are more repeated recently than 20th century when the region experienced drought in 

every ten years (ITV, 2017).     

The overall rainfall has been declining over the last three decades in many parts of the 

country not to mention that it failed in various areas. This shortage of rainfall apparently 

led to prolonged and more destructive droughts. Since late 2015, Somaliland experienced 

severe droughts which lasted over two consecutive years. These droughts affected the 

pastoralists and their livestock considerably; they led to the death of livestock and drop 

of livestock populations. Rageh Omaar, an international affairs editor of ITV, who 

traveled across Somaliland in 2017 when droughts were worst also reported that ten of 

the eighteen million total livestock in Somaliland died because of the droughts (ITV, 

2017).   

Although the droughts affected the country entirely, they were wider and severe in 

eastern regions of Togdheer, Sool, and Sanag. With the absence of exact estimations 

regarding the cost of these droughts, our estimations derived from the interviews of 

nomadic pastoralists and government institutions reveal that around 60 percent of the total 

livestock population of Somaliland perished due to the droughts; livestock death was as 

high as 80 to 90 percent in the eastern regions (interviews from nomadic pastoralists, 

livestock traders, brokers, and government institutions by the authors between January 

and February 2018), not to mention that the largest number of livestock lived in these 

regions.  

In Togdheer, droughts were severe in Odweyne, Buhodle and (eastern) Burao districts. 

In Odweyne for instance, families had between 200 and 300 heads of livestock before the 

latest droughts but that number fell sharply due to the droughts (A. Mohamed, personal 
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