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Wodaabe women sit at the back of a pick up truck waiting to leave the weekly market in Bermo. The Wodaabe People, a sub-group of the Fulani, are nomadic cattle herders and traders in the wider Sahel region. Their
migrations stretch from southern Niger, through northern Nigeria, northeastern Cameroon, southwestern Chad, and the western region of the Central African Republic. —AFP Photos

Climate change threatens end of
trail for Niger’s nomadic herders
Ali’s sharp eyes scanned the heat-shimmered horizon, search-

ing in vain for clouds. It was noon and 45 degrees Celsius
(113 degrees Fahrenheit) on the ninth day of their quest to

reach new pastures. There was no tree anywhere, no shelter at all
for his family, 27 sheep and six camels. “We heard that the first rain
has fallen in the north. That’s where we’re going,” the turbaned
herder said, as he filled up a water bottle at the side of the road. An
arduous trail lay ahead: more than 100 kilometres (60 miles) across
the arid wastes of southern Niger before the family reached their
goal.

There at Bermo, they counted on joining thousands of other
herders, spending a few months in verdant hollows on the edge of
the Sahara, famous for their moist air, juicy grass and water. The an-
nual migration of the nomadic Fulani community-also called Peuls-
is a vast caravan of herder folk that tails back to neighboring
Nigeria. Women and children perched on donkeys already overbur-
dened with bags of jute, plastic containers, mattresses and gourdes.
Scrawny cows, sheep and goats trailed alongside in the baking
heat, looking exhausted.

Vulnerable 
Nomadic herders are among the world’s most exposed commu-

nities when it comes to the impact of climate change. Higher tem-
peratures, shifting winds and moisture levels that alter rainfall

patterns, sandstorms, torrential rain-all can change the quality or
even the location of pasture on which migrating herders depend.
This year, for the Fulani, has been relatively good. 

The herdsmen were able to draw on stocks of animal feed to
help them survive stress points, while timely rainfall on some areas
of the migration trail helped tender young grass to grow. But
whether this respite endures is the big question. Niger, one of the
world’s poorest countries, depends on farming, particularly herding,
to provide a livelihood for 80 percent of its population. In addition
to its vulnerability to climate change, the country is on the frontline
of desertification-the equivalent of around 150,000 football pitches
is lost each year.

Capricious 
“The weather has become completely unpredictable,” said Dja-

farou Amadou, an engineer working for a group called the Associa-
tion to Revitalise Herding in Niger (AREN). “What we fear most are
pockets of drought which take people by surprise when they least
expect it.” In 2018, more than 60,000 people, gathered in Bermo,
celebrated when rain began to fall as early as May. But after a few
weeks, the precious rain suddenly stopped. None fell for the next
30 days. The green plains turned yellow and the price of cereal
fodder on local markets rocketed. Rouada Sabgari, an elderly
herder, said that he had to sell off his skinniest cows at rock-bottom

A Wodaabe Fulani herder directs his flock to a watering place at a
well near the Sabgari Clan camp in Bermo.


