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About FrontlineSMS

FrontlineSMS is open-source SMS-messaging 

software that runs on a laptop connected to 

a GSM modem, a mobile phone, or an online 

SMS (or text message) service. It enables 

users to send, receive and manage SMS over 

a mobile network. The software can work 

without the need for Internet access, is easy 

to set up, simple to operate and free. Users 

only pay the standard text messaging charges 

through their regular mobile provider.

We build and distribute free and open-source 

software; provide support and resources to 

our users; run sector-specific projects to share 

our expertise, and draw on our experiences to 

help inspire others.
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F r o n T l I n e S M S  I n  T h e  A c T I o n A I d  K e n y A  I S I o l o 
P r o G r A M M e

Introduction                                                                                                                                       
 

ActionAid International Kenya (AAIK) and infoasaid piloted a communications project that is novel in 

its approach to delivering communication as a form of humanitarian assistance, and as a means of 

improving the delivery of food assistance in Kenya. It is also innovative in its use of mobile technology 

solutions in a protracted crisis (drought) setting. during the drought and famine that struck parts 

of the Horn of Africa in the first months of 2011, Infoasaid and ActionAid launched an innovative 

communications project to support ActionAid’s emergency programs in Isiolo, Kenya by improving 

communication with drought affected populations. The link between information and accountability to 

crisis-affected communities is at the heart of ActionAid’s human rights-based approach. If information is 

not shared with communities how can an organization guarantee transparency? And if an organization 

does not listen to communities, engage with them in a dialogue and ensure that their feedback is acted 

upon, how can that organization claim to be accountable? Underlying the project’s design was ActionAid 

and infoasaid’s shared belief that communication is an aid-deliverable in its own right. To overcome 

the numerous challenges in rapidly communicating with large numbers of people in a vast area with 

poor roads and security incidents, the project used several communication platforms to send and 

receive information. These platforms included two mobile phone technology solutions, FrontlineSMS and 

Freedom Fone - and community bulletins. 

About ActionAid and infoasaid                                                                                                                                    

ActionAid is among the world’s leading anti-poverty agencies, working directly with over one million 

poor and excluded people in over 20 districts of Kenya. Starting in the early 1970s with educating 

children, ActionAid now focuses on tackling the root causes of poverty rather than just meeting people’s 

immediate needs. The organization is primarily concerned with defending and raising awareness of 

human rights, be they economic, social, cultural, civil or political. employing local staff in its work, the 

organization supports projects and programs that promote the interests of poor and excluded people at 

all levels. recognizing that poverty cannot be fought single-handedly, ActionAid works with others in the 

fight to end poverty and injustice.

infoasaid was a DFID-funded project implemented by a consortium of two media development 

organizations - Internews and BBC Media Action. The overall goal of the project, which closed in late 

2012, was to improve the quality of humanitarian responses by maximizing the amount of accurate and 

timely information available to both humanitarian responders and crisis-affected populations through 

enhanced information exchange between them in an emergency. The project had two main objectives; 

1) To strengthen the capacity and preparedness of aid agencies to respond to the information and 

communication needs of crisis-affected populations 2) To partner with a number of aid agencies to help 

inform and support their communications response in a variety of emergency contexts.
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Starting out with FrontlineSMS and its impact                                                                                               
 

Many of the communities in Isiolo suffer from chronic drought and food shortages and nearly three 

quarters of the County’s total population lives below the poverty line (International Medical Corps April 

2011). ActionAid has been working on development projects with rural communities in Isiolo County for 

more than 15 years. The agency has been heavily involved in emergency drought- and famine-relief 

projects throughout this period. 

The project staff first undertook a 

baseline study between May 2011 

and March 2012, to form the basis for 

measuring change over time as a result 

of the project. At that time, ActionAid’s 

only tool for communicating with food-aid 

recipients was through its network of field 

officers (FOs). Most communication with 

FOs from the Isiolo office took place via 

mobile phones. however, in instances where an Fo could not be reached by mobile phone, ActionAid 

staff based in the Isiolo office travelled to conduct face-to-face meetings with FOs and/or Relief 

committees (rcs).

Key Findings from Baseline Study                                                                                                                    

There were four key findings from the baseline study:

- Communication flows between ActionAid and drought-affected communities were generally   

effective but slow and labour-intensive. A community Member.

- Owing to poor road conditions, security incidents, and the time required to meet with RCs who may be 

in various locations, Fos were sometimes unable to communicate critical information in time.

- Limited community engagement focused more on extracting information on project outputs rather than 

listening to communities’ needs and concerns.

- There was increased pressure on ActionAid to ensure fast and reliable communication with local 

populations. 

There was an urgent need to change the status quo so as to increase efficiency, improve accountability 

and make a significant impact during crisis. Working closely with the ActionAid Team Leader for North 

Eastern Kenya, infoasaid developed a proposal for a pilot communications project to be conducted in 

Isiolo county. 
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Principal Objectives                                                                                                       

The project proposal had three principal objectives: 

- To improve the effectiveness of ActionAid’s humanitarian assistance in Isiolo County through 

systematic, fast, and reliable communication between the organization and the communities it serves. 

- To enhance ActionAid’s monitoring and reporting by means of improved data collection. 

- To provide communities with vital information that could improve their livelihoods as well as validate 

information as a form of aid.

a. FrontlineSMS

Infoasaid proposed the use of FrontlineSMS software as a tool for disseminating information quickly to 

RCs, FOs, and any other key stakeholders in ActionAid’s humanitarian assistance programs in Isiolo. In 

addition, any texts received by the community would automatically be recorded in a database, enabling 

ActionAid to analyze, verify, and ultimately respond to questions or problems. As illustrated in Diagram 2 

(below), the mobile phones and FrontlineSMS software empower rcs to be a central point for exchange 

of information with several stakeholders. There now exists a direct link between the ActionAid office 

in Isiolo and the rcs, and communication between rcs and Fos has increased due to the mobile 

handsets which allow the two groups to speak to each-other whenever necessary. Kinna, an rc member 

acknowledges the great impact the SMS as a mode of communication has had on her farm produce. 

He says, “I don’t know how to read and write, but when I get the SMS coming to my phone, I talk to my 

daughter to read for me. I have onions on my farm and this assists me to know how much to sell them 

for.” Another rc member, oldonyiro, agrees that the communication channels have been effective. 

He says, “There’s a big change now. Long before, food used to stay overnight because there was no 

communication. now we get information immediately, even when the trucks are still in Isiolo. We are 

aware that food is arriving soon, and we get ready for distribution.”

b. FrontlineForms

To support ActionAid’s reporting and monitoring activities, infoasaid also trained staff in the use of 

FrontlineForms. FrontlineForms enable the quick collection of time-sensitive data from the field. During 

infoasaid’s one week training in June 2011, ActionAid staff in the Isiolo office and FOs learned how to 

design and fill in FrontlineForms. 

As of March 2012, FOs were required to complete three forms per month, all related to food distributions 

and the Food for Asset (FFA) program. The Fos interviewed all appreciated the forms, which they found 

very easy and quick to complete. The Data Officer in the Isiolo office also valued the electronic forms. 

Prior to the communications project, data had been collected on paper and transported to the Isiolo 

office in food distribution trucks. This information therefore arrived only once the distributions had been 

completed. It was sometimes lost in transit, and always had to be manually entered into the computer. 

Before FrontlineForms was introduced, the collection of critical information for FFA activities could take a 

couple of weeks to complete.
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despite the success of FrontlineForms, 

ActionAid staff have yet to introduce 

new forms. In October 2011, for 

example, infoasaid staff helped 

design a new form for nutritional data 

collection during a visit to the Isiolo 

office. In March 2012, the form had yet 

to be implemented, apparently due to 

a lack of training of FOs on this specific 

subject. 

a. The dissemination of market price information 

An information needs-assessment conducted by infoasaid in May 2010 revealed that drought-affected 

communities in Isiolo had little or no information regarding the prices of livestock in nearby markets. “If 

we can get other means of information,then we can ask for market prices before going to the market. 

After that, we can compare with what the brokers are offering and decide if it’s worth to go to the market 

and sell to them. This would help us bargain with brokers…Right now, we don’t have mobile phones, 

radio and newspapers, so we are completely cut from this information.” Said a community member.

Pastoralists had to rely on information from traders to determine whether, when and for how much to sell, 

without any knowledge of whether or not they were receiving a fair price. The pastoralists sometimes 

endured the long journey with their animals to Isiolo market, only to learn that buying prices were low. 

however, they might still be forced to sell because the animals were too weak to make the return trip 

home. For pastoralists, such a lack of information substantially increases the risk that they will undersell 

their products. For consumers, the information asymmetry might result in price differences for the same 

or similar products in markets that are geographically close to each other. 

As a result of the information-needs assessment, ActionAid and infoasaid decided to provide drought-

affected communities with weekly information about livestock prices in Isiolo market. This information 

helps them decide whether to make a trip to the market or not. oldonyiro, an rc member says, “Most of 

the people who benefit are traders who use the prices to decide whether to go and purchase or not.”

The FrontlineSMS communication channel functioned well, with the Data Officer regularly sending 

out market price information to Fos and rcs who then transcribe the information onto pre-formatted 

templates and post the bulletins in public spaces. It was, however, not possible to obtain figures 

regarding the number of FOs and RCs who regularly perform this task. A mid-project review by infoasaid 

in October 2011 estimated that perhaps 30% of RCs regularly transcribed and posted the pricing 

information. A few rcs complained that they sometimes ran out of the templates to post the information. 

ActionAid recognized that this problem could easily be solved by ensuring that food distribution trucks 

contained templates for rcs.
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Key Lessons Learnt

- ActionAid staff confirmed that through the use of FrontlineForms, information gathering regarding FFA 

activities is now more timely and secure. 

- FO’s also remarked that the communications project had increased their productivity.

- More timely, frequent, and reliable communication between RCs and FOs to improve food distribution 

operations

- All of the FOs interviewed asserted that the improved flow of information had significantly improved 

food aid operations. 

- The focus group discussions with rcs and community members indicate they perceived the 

communications project to be highly relevant to their lives. They felt the project addressed some of their 

problems, especially with regards to food distributions and market-price information.

- According to focus group participants, the launch of the communications project has dramatically 

improved the information flow regarding monthly food distributions and this has had a positive impact on 

overall operations.

- When asked how this specific intervention had affected their lives, community members noted that they 

could now better organize their time, that food distributions were finished in a few hours rather than in an 

entire day, and that children no longer had to leave school to search for their parents when a food truck 

arrived.

- The mobile phones and solar chargers serve as a lifeline to the outside world, especially amid 

heightened insecurity in the region. 

- As noted earlier, because drought-affected communities had little or no information regarding market 

prices, they often relied on middlemen to buy their livestock, without any knowledge of whether or not 

they were receiving a fair price. At other times, pastoralists were obliged to sell their animals even if 

market prices were low, because the health of their animals prevented them from making the return 

journey home.

- rc and community members clearly attest that the weekly market pricing information is considered 

relevant, important, and useful. Furthermore, anecdotal evidence suggests that, for some members, the 

information is being used to boost household income.

- In addition to improved information around FFA activities, specifically food distributions and market 

prices for livestock, community members requested more information on a variety of topics, such as 

education, weather patterns among others.

- Findings from the focus group discussions highlighted the importance of this two-way communication 

for RCs, who now feel better able to express and resolve their communities’ needs.

- The FOs appreciate the frequent exchange of information that now takes place between themselves 

and rcs. They spontaneously provided several examples of information from rcs which enabled 

ActionAid to quickly respond to problems.

- There is now a direct communication link between ActionAid staff in the Isiolo office and RCs for 

increased understanding of the communities’ needs and concerns

- ActionAid staff in the Isiolo office remarked that the information received from RCs (and some 

community members) improved ActionAid’s operations, provided some valuable insights into the needs 

of the target communities, and also empowered the people they worked with.

- The communications project has supported the overall PRRO objective of strengthening resilience 
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through the dissemination of livestock and commodity pricing information.

Supplies and hardware used

FrontlineSMS version 1.6.6.3 with modem, Huawei E173. 

For FrontlineForms, a java-enabled phone, Nokia 1280.


