
RISKS AND RETURNS:
Household Priorities for Resilient 
Livelihoods in Darfur

Livelihood systems in Darfur have experienced massive shocks and 
extreme changes over the past two decades. Though most communities 
are making positive progress, their recovery from multiple shocks over 
the past 15 years is not complete. Therefore, many still struggle to meet 
their needs and remain vulnerable to new shocks. This paper shares the 
key findings from a study on the dynamics of livelihood systems in Darfur 
from 2000 to 2015, revealing key determinants of resilient livelihoods in 
the current context. The findings have influenced the Taadoud Transition 
to Development Project, and we hope they will inform policy and program 
decision-makers more broadly to create the environment communities 
need to live healthy, productive lives. This briefing paper is based on 
a research report entitled “Risk and Returns: Household Priorities for 
Resilient Livelihoods in Darfur” (http://fic.tufts.edu/publication-item/risk-
and-returns-household-priorities-for-resilient-livelihoods-in-darfur/).

Livelihood systems in the Darfur 
Region depend primarily on a 
combination of rainfed cultivation 
and raising livestock, both of which 
are uniquely adapted to the extreme 
rainfall variability in the region. 
Following a disaster, households 
seek to promote and strengthen 
these activities, as they form the 
foundation of their livelihood 
strategies. They are complementary 
activities, and increasingly 
households engage in both while 
specializing in one. Each activity 
makes the other more productive 
and resilient. By cultivating, 
pastoralists reduce their need to 
sell livestock during good years, 
allowing their herds to multiply 

1- Primacy of livestock 
and cultivation to 
Darfur livelihoods

The ability of households in Darfur 
to cultivate and rear livestock 
is the single greatest factor 
driving resilience. Their success 
depends on access to key natural 
resources, which in turn depends 
on relationships and the balance 
of power among the users of these 
shared resources.  

faster. By raising livestock to sell 
for cash needs, farmers can reduce 
the amount of grain they need to 
sell, thus preserving their granaries, 
which are necessary to weather dry 
years. Both approaches make use of 
the same natural resources, but in 
different ways.  
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A community’s capacity to cultivate 
or rear livestock depends on its 
access to shared natural resources 
(water, land, and those resources 
found on the land). This access 
depends on customary institutions, 
local relationships, and the balance 
of power among the users. Local 
mechanisms for managing these 
shared natural resources have been 
weakened or are missing, in part 
because conflict and insecurity 

2 – Rebuilding 
relationships is key to 
resilient livelihoods

have undermined relationships. 
Resilient livelihoods in Darfur 
require equitable and sustainable 
natural resource management 
based on constructive relationships 
among users. Rebuilding these 
mechanisms and relationships 
is fundamental to a resilient 
livelihood system that can sustain 
all people who depend on that 
system, whether they prioritize 
cultivation or livestock rearing.  

Direct access to large markets 
and the supplemental income 
opportunities found there are 
especially important during a shock 
when cultivation and livestock are 
insufficient to meet the household’s 
needs. Households require direct 
access to central markets in order 
to engage in the most effective 

3 – Large markets are 
a crucial source of 
coping strategies 

supplemental income opportunities 
and meet gaps in needs. Local 
village markets rarely provide 
these opportunities. Market 
support activities promoting 
resilience must take into account 
the changed roles that different 
markets play during a shock.  

Households are recovering from 
past shocks, but many are still 
rebuilding the reserves that are 
the foundation of their resilience 
strategies. As they encounter new 
shocks or try to re-enter primary 

4 – Communities are 
recovering, but most 
are still not resilient to 
common shocks  

income streams, they still need 
some direct support to accelerate 
and to protect gains made in 
recovery.  
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Understanding Household Priorities
The study closely examined four extremely different Taadoud project areas and sought to uncover aspects 
that are unique and common across the areas. In all areas, the two primary activities, livestock rearing and 
cultivation, are not separate, standalone activities; rather, the activities and their use of natural resources are 
integrated at all levels from the household up to the regional level. Unsurprisingly, each region has differences 
in its livelihood strategies and experience different shocks. Less obviously, but equally important, shocks in one 
region affect different strategies differently, and their recoveries follow different paths. 

Households described in detail the shocks they experienced from 2000 to 2015, how these shocks affected their 
ability to support themselves, and how they responded to these shocks. They explained that they weigh the risks 
of each activity or source of income, 
both the physical risk for the family 
or household members and the risk 
that the activity might fail and lead 
to destitution. At the same time, 
they actively balance these risks 
against potential returns they might 
gain from the activities.

Timelines show which activities a 
household used during which years 
and their relative contribution to 
the household members’ needs. 
A household stopped activities, 
like herding goats, when shocks 
overwhelmed it, or when the risks 
outweighed the returns. Activities 
start when the returns outweigh 
the risks, and the household have 
the resources to engage in them. 
Therefore, a household’s choice 
of activities reflect its capacities 
and risks at each point in time. 
Regardless of the situation or 
project area, households explicitly 
and implicitly demonstrated 
the same order of preference for 
certain activities over others, showing a similar estimation of risks and returns. Whenever possible, households 
choose to invest available resources in cultivation and livestock rearing, the two activities with the highest 
potential returns, and are willing to bear more risk to engage in these activities than other activities. Additionally, 
whenever possible, they combine these two activities, as each strengthens and protects the other. Households 
prioritizing livestock rearing also cultivate grain to reduce the number of animals they need to sell to pay for cash 
needs, thus increasing the productivity of the herd and reducing risk to the herd. Those prioritizing cultivation seek 
to build grain reserves that can carry them through dry years and raise livestock to sell for cash needs in order to 
protect their grain reserves. 

Figure 2 shows the proportion of food and income derived from four categories of livelihood activities, group 
according to preferences expressed by households in three very different situations within one state. Tier 1 
activities were the most preferred, including both cultivation and livestock rearing. On the other end, Tier 4 

Figure 1. Figure 1: Example of a 
timeline created by a household 
during and interview, used to show 
dependence on different income 
streams and their relationship to 
shocks throughout the period from 
2003 to 2015.
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Figure 2. The relative importance of different income streams for different populations in relation to major crises and recovery.

activities were the least desirable, lowest return activities such as collecting and selling firewood or humanitarian 
aid. Figure 2 demonstrates three major points: first, households fared differently, according to their experience 
of shocks and livelihood specialization (livestock or cultivation); second, as households rebuilt their livelihoods 
between the events of 2003/2004 and 2015, they continually invested in livestock rearing and cultivation over other 
activities; and finally, certain households still have not fully recovered, are still dependent on many risky, low-
return activities, and remain vulnerable to shocks.

The real lessons come through investigating why these different populations had such different experiences and 
outcomes. In each case, the key determining factor was access to land and water. Pastoralists in southern West 
Darfur actually increased their access to land, as settled populations were concentrated into particular camps or 
urban areas. Most cultivators in southern West Darfur were displaced off of their land. Though most have returned 
to their original villages, they still do not have access to all of their former fields, nor can they keep animals for fear 
of theft and the violence that may accompany theft in the current context. In northern West Darfur, Kulbus Locality, 
households were not displaced far, nor for very long. In this area, they quickly regained access to all of their former 
fields and were almost immediately  able to safely rear livestock. 

Recommendations

because these activities carry the 
best balance of potential returns to 
risk for households in the region. 
Programs and policies should 
facilitate the investment that 
pastoralists and farmers naturally 
make in these areas.   

Support local mechanisms 
for managing natural 
resources in a way that 

promotes equitable access to 
the sustainable use of resources 
to support livestock rearing, 
cultivation, and domestic needs.

Focus on cultivation and 
livestock rearing, and their 
associated value chains, 

1. 2.

3.
Support access to central 
markets to facilitate 
engagement in profitable 

activities when primary production 
is reduced during a shock and 
therefore reduce the need to engage 
in risky, low-return activities.

4.
Continue to provide direct 
support to those households 
that are still recovering and 

cannot meet their needs in the face 
of new shocks without losing hard-
won gains in resilience. 
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Tier 1 activities: livestock rearing and rain-fed cultivation. 
Tier 2 activities: trade, butcher shops, restaurants, mills, donkey carts, 
skilled artisans, salaried jobs. 

Tier 3 activities: gifts, remittances/migrating for labor, local labor.  
Tier 4 activities: collection of grass, firewood and palm leaves, making 
charcoal, humanitarian assistance.


