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A Cultural & Natural Resource Conservation Action Plan
Last November, the Mara stakeholders came together to create a Conservation Action Plan for the 
greater Maasai Mara ecosystem, thanks to funding from The Nature Conservancy (TNC).

VISION The Maasai Mara as a cultural landscape where communities and partners secure 
wildlife and sustainable livelihoods for a better future.

This newsletter was produced through
the generous support of USAID.
Ashe Oleng! (Thank You!)

Mara Gates
• Market Centres

Mara Roads
Major Roads
Major Rivers
Maasai Mara
National Reserve
Proposed
Conservancies
Established
Conservancies 
Conservancies
in Formation 
Proposed
Core Area

Map showing the geographical 
scope of the Conservation Action 
Plan; comprising a Core Area, 
which expands to all existing and 
proposed conservancies, plus a 
greater conservation area 
incorporating migration routes 
and wildlife corridors. 

“We need to understand that 
the Mara has always been a 
free-roaming space for wildlife, 
livestock and people.”
Resident of the Pardamat region

Maintain the status of GOOD by conserving their habitat, movement 
space and grass availability
Maintain the status of GOOD by conserving their habitat, improving 
connectivity within the ecosystem and conserving their prey base
Raise the status to GOOD by conserving their migration routes and 
calving area as well as improving grass quality and availability
No net loss of all key habitats in terms of the greater Mara ecosystem
No net reduction in connectivity indices for all key habitats
No net loss of landscape heterogeneity in the GME
Maintain both the species and structural diversity represented within 
the woodland, forest and grassland habitats
Raise to the status of GOOD
Raise to the status of VERY GOOD

TARGETS GOALS
Conservation Strategy
RECOMMENDATIONS

Land Use Planning for 
a Long-Term 
Functional Ecosystem

Sustainable Grazing 
and Beef Production

Preserving the Maasai 
Culture

Harmonious 
Coexistence of People 
and Nature

Long-term Financial 
Stability for the 
Conservancies

ELEPHANT

LION 

WILDEBEEST

FORESTS
GRASSLANDS
WOODLANDS

MAASAI CULTURE
TOURISM

A copy of the CNR-CAP Brief is available and can be downloaded from the MMWCA website
or by requesting from Contact@MaraConservancies.org

© Irene Amoke and Avocado Studio
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Welcome

Dear Friends,

As Chair of Maasai Mara Wildlife 
Conservancies Association (MMWCA) I am 
pleased to bring you the 2016 edition of Voice 
of the Mara.

2015, our inaugural year, featured notable 
progress: forming partnerships, designing 
programs, raising funds and establishing the 
Mara’s Cultural Natural Resource Conservation 
Action Plan (see left hand page).

We also secured a three-year USAID-Kenya 
grant with The Nature Conservancy and look 
forward to sharing highlights of this work with 
you in the future.

Today, the Maasai people face unprecedented 
challenges in protecting their landscape. 
Population growth, land subdivision and fence 
erection are increasing the competition for 
space, creating hardship for all. 

2016 is the year to create a change towards a 
harmonious, profitable coexistence between the 
Mara communities, their livestock, tourism and 
wildlife. With Mara Naboisho Conservancy’s 
recent African Responsible Tourism Awards win, 
I urge all – the tourism sector including the 
guides, landowners and their families, pastors, 
officials, community leaders, not-for-profit 
organizations, KWS and Narok County 
Government – to ‘come together’ with us to 
create a prosperous greater Mara.

My thanks go to our members and partners for 
their continued support: the Mara 
Conservancies including their conservancy 
managers, USAID-Kenya, TNC, the Obel Family 
Foundation, AWF, WWF, MEP, BCFK, KWT, 
KWS and KWCA amongst others.

Finally, please share this newsletter widely and 
encourage more people to come together for the 
greater Mara.

Ashe OLENG.

Daniel Sopia
Conservancies’ Council  Chair, Maasai Mara Wildlife
Conservancies Association

Editor-in-Chief Helen Gibbons
Project Manager Lucy Morgan
Head of Design Natasha Maherali
Contributors Irene Amoke, Sean Anderson, Femke Broekhuis, Crystal Courtney,
Chris Dutton, Clea Earnshaw, David Kortot, Joseph Ogutu, Barend Potgieter, 
Amanda Subalusky, Munir Virani, Lippa Wood, William Hofmeyr
The Voice of the Mara is a Kenyan production

Maasai Mara Wildlife Conservancies Association
PO Box 984, Narok 20500, Kenya

+254 (0)717 806260
Contact@MaraConservancies.org

www.MaraConservancies.org 

In this issue
04 A Viable Solution to an Old Problem
06 Wildlife Crossings Could Save the 

Mara’s Great Migrations
08 Mara Naboisho Takes Gold!
10 Poisoned Under Protection 
12 Making Space for the Great Migration
14 Why Does The Mara River Look

So Dirty?
15 Christianity and Conservation
16 Spotlight on: Mara Beef
19 The Mara’s Exploding Population
22 Setting up a Conservancy
23 MMWCA – The Story So Far
24 What Makes the Mara Magnificent

©
 F

ra
nk

 M
uk

w
an

ja

©
 D

an
ie

l S
al

az
ar

©
 D

an
ie

l S
al

az
ar

©
 D

an
ie

l S
al

az
ar



How community conservancies are
impacting big cat survival in the Mara

A VIABLE SOLUTION TO 
AN OLD PROBLEM

Conflict between humans and wildlife, 
particularly lions and cheetahs, has long been 
considered inevitable in the Maasai Mara. 

BRIGHT FUTURE FOR LIONS

But new research from the University of Glasgow, 
UK, shows that humans and lions can coexist – 
through the creation of community conservancies. 
According to the research, conservancies can 
help stem the unrelenting loss of lions and pose a 
viable solution to an old problem. 
“This study shows that profits from 
tourism can motivate rural people to 
tolerate rather than eliminate wild 
animals” Dr Laurence Frank, Director of Living 
With Lions

In fact, the study found that lion populations have 
increased substantially within the greater Mara 
ecosystem over the last decade, and that the 
creation of community conservancies, which 
distributes tourism income directly to local people, 
has had the greatest impact on lion survival.

Through lion tracking over five years, researchers 
discovered that the financial benefits of 
conservancy membership can help protect the lion 
population and even allow populations to grow. 
How? By changing local attitudes towards wildlife.

“Wildlife has been in free-fall across 
most of Africa. Only local people can 
reverse the downward spiral.”

By providing households with direct payments 
and jobs from wildlife tourism, the Mara 
Conservancies are creating an attitude of 
coexistence with wildlife. This leads to people 
becoming more tolerant of lions, because they 

attract tourists and through this provide additional 
income to landowners and their families.

HOPE FOR CHEETAHS?

It is hoped that conservancies will prove to have 
a similar effect on the number of cheetahs in the 
Maasai Mara. 

Until recently, no one knew how many cheetahs 
were in the Mara. But now, thanks to a research 
team from the Kenya Wildlife Trust’s Mara 
Cheetah Project, the University of Oxford and 
the Indian Statistical Institute, we know that there 
are 1.28 adult cheetahs per 100km2 in the 
greater Maasai Mara (including the National 
Reserve and the surrounding conservancies) – 
which equates to 32 individual cheetahs.

“The most important finding in this 
study is that community conservancies 
are a viable way to protect wildlife and 
pose an alternative solution to building 
fences” Co-author Dr Grant Hopcraft

The team’s findings show that the greater Mara 
is one of the few remaining strongholds for the 
global cheetah population.

Despite this, the Mara’s cheetah population is still 
low and under threat. In a nutshell, more people 
and livestock means less space for cheetahs. 
Further to this is the increased risk of conflict 
between people’s livestock and cheetahs, as 
cheetahs sometimes kill sheep and goats. Higher 
livestock numbers have also resulted in 
competition for grazing and, as a result, 
landowners have started erecting fences to protect 
their grasslands, thereby reducing space and 
sometimes trapping big cats inside the fences.

4
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These threats face cats as well as other wildlife in 
unprotected areas across the ecosystem – and 
they are all part of the wider problem of 
human-wildlife conflict. Through its lion project, 
the University of Glasgow has highlighted the 
fact that conservancies are a viable solution to 
this problem. Not only do they proactively assist 
and partner with communities across the Mara, 
they also have a huge effect on the survival of 
the region’s wildlife. By its nature, community 
conservation allows people to coexist with 
wildlife by bringing more benefits than costs, to 
the people who live alongside it. 

Based on the proven success of the 
conservancy model, it is time for 
Kenya’s national wildlife policies to 
focus on developing opportunities, 
rights and responsibilities for wildlife 
conservation outside parks and 
reserves for private landholders and 
communities.

Cheetah Family © GP232
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Wildlife Crossings Could Save the 
Mara’s Great Migrations

As Kenya’s national development agenda gains traction, 
the greater Mara’s migrations face an uncertain future

In 2014, plans were announced to tarmac the 
85km road linking Narok town to the Maasai 
Mara National Reserve, at the Sekenani gate. 
The aim is to improve roads to the Mara, an 
area that brings an income of approximately 
Ksh3 billion per year.

However, in economically developing countries 
like Kenya, the development path is dependent 
on maintaining healthy and intact ecosystems 
capable of providing ecological services and 
sources of revenue to citizens. And the proposed 
tarmacked road, earmarked to be a highway, 
could cause real damage to the greater Mara 
wildlife migrations, in turn affecting Kenya’s 
tourism sector and the related 13% of GDP that 
it generates, on average each year.

THE PROBLEM

The major damage includes a reduction in safe 
space for wildlife, hampering their ability to 
move between areas of the ecosystem. This 
movement is crucial, as it contributes to the 
overall health of the ecosystem.

Ultimately, a tarmacked highway 
without any modifications (such as safe 
wildlife crossing points) could 
devastate this already fragile and 
vulnerable ecosystem – home to the 
greatest mammal migration on earth 
and the main destination of 80% of 
Kenya’s international tourists.

Crossing 1: 
Overpass connecting 
Majimoto with Ol 
Kinyei and Pardamat. 
Targeting the  Loita 
wildebeest 
migration.

Crossing 2: 
Overpass connecting 
Olarro with Ol Kinyei. 
Targeting the  Loita 
wildebeest 
migration & other 
herbivores.

Crossing 3: 
Overpass connecting 
Naboisho and Siana 
conservancies. 
Targeting the  
Elephant.

Crossing 1:

Crossing 2:

Crossing 3:

Proposed wildlife crossing locations
Mara Roads
Narok-Sekanani Road
Mara Centres
Mara Rivers
Maasai Mara National Reserve
Mara Conservancies
Mara Ecosystem

Proposed crossing sites on the Narok to Sekenani Road
© Irene Amoke
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IMPACTS ON WILDLIFE

Across the world, the impact of roads on wildlife 
populations is a significant and growing 
problem. Many roads cut across landscapes, 
intersect ecosystems and damage local habitats, 
often to the point of destruction. Roads and 
vehicles cause wildlife death, severely disrupt 
animal movement and increase the risk of local 
wildlife decline and extinction.

The proposed road development poses a 
significant threat to Narok county’s wildlife and 
tourism industry, and therefore the nation of 
Kenya, through:

• A probable reduction in the number of 
migrating wildlife as a result of blocking off 
migratory routes, road accidents and less food 
for the predator population which follows any 
herbivore migration

• A probable increase in road accidents for 
humans and animals alike, with increased 
noise, air and waste pollution

• Reduction or at least confusion around the 
tourism product and brand, as the Maasai 
Mara rises even higher in the list of the world's 
most deteriorating tourism destinations

THE SOLUTION – WILDLIFE CROSSINGS

The Mara Conservancies are proposing one 
specific way in which the area can avoid the 
downside of tarmacking a national road while 

maintaining the county development path – 
wildlife crossings. Since the 1950s, 
underpass and overpass structures have been 
created across the world, protecting wildlife and 
their habitats.

Globally and in Kenya, the value of wildlife 
crossings is gaining international attention, with 
structures successfully implemented in USA, 
Europe and Asia, as well as Mount Kenya.

MMWCA is providing three key 
recommendations, which will support 
Kenya and Narok County to continue 
development without threatening 
natural heritage and the tourism 
industry: 

Undertake a (legally required) Environmental 
Impact Assessment to identify probable 
impacts of the tarmacked road on wildlife 
and the greater Mara ecosystem

Review proposed sites for wildlife crossings to 
facilitate the great migrations

Construct crossings to international standards

By locally adapting international 
crossing designs during the planned 
upgrade of the Narok-Sekenani Road, 
the Narok County Government, on 
behalf of Kenya, can achieve its goal of 
improving access to the Maasai Mara, 
while protecting the second most 
popular tourism destination in Africa.

Wildlife Crossings at a Glance
• Last around 70-80 years
• Connect two areas of habitat 
• Reduce wildlife-vehicle collisions 
• Facilitate the safe passage of animals
• Help protect and maintain the health of 

wildlife populations
• Allow wildlife to roam great distances
• Prevent in-breeding that can lead to disease 

and possible extinction 
• Demonstrate to tourists genuine care about 

ecosystem preservation

1.

2.

3.

© pics-xl
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MARA
NABOISHO
TAKES GOLD!

“A conservancy that truly and remarkably brings together 
community and wildlife conservation to make better places to live in 

and great places to visit”

We are thrilled that Mara Naboisho 
Conservancy was announced Overall 
Winner at the Wesgro-sponsored African 
Responsible Tourism Awards 2016 in 
Cape Town, in a special ceremony at World Travel 
Market Africa. The conservancy took gold after 
beating the other 23 finalists from around Africa, 
proving to an international audience that the Mara 
Conservancies are achieving great results. 

Harold Goodwin, Chair of the Judging Panel, 
said, “As in the World Responsible Tourism 
Awards, the judges looked for winners who 
might educate and inspire others, for examples of 
businesses and organisations which are realising 
the ambition of Responsible Tourism to use 
tourism to make better places for people to live 
in; great places to live are great places to visit.” 

Speaking before a packed audience of over 
100 tourism professionals, media, ministers and 
officials, Heidi van der Watt, managing director 
of Better Tourism Africa pinpointed what makes 
Naboisho and other award winners the leaders 
in responsible tourism in Africa:

“Our winners have a vision that 
extends beyond the commercial – 
linking business success with the 
wellbeing of local communities and the 
longevity of their environments... They 
are the future of tourism in Africa.”

The judges awarded Naboisho as the Overall 
Winner for a variety of reasons:

“The community gets direct and 
tangible benefits from wildlife 
conservation; no other activity 
provides as much income to as many 
people as Naboisho Conservancy. 

With these direct benefits there is less 
need for the community to rely on 
other destructive practices such as 
intensive farming and over grazing by 
too many cattle. 

This in turn furthers the cycle for a 
sustainable future for community 
driven wildlife conservation.”

© Asilia
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Naboisho was also announced as a 
Joint Gold Winner, alongside Ol 
Pejeta Conservancy.

The judges came to their decision because:

“The judges recognised that these 
are two outstanding examples of 
how tourism can be used by 
conservationists to protect 
habitats and species and to uplift 
local communities. 

The Mara Naboisho Conservancy, 
has increased lion density and 
provides 142 jobs, secures 
income to 554 local Maasai 
households and further indirect 
benefits to ~10,000 local people.” 

On behalf of all the Mara Conservancies, 
MMWCA would like to congratulate the team at 
Naboisho; this includes the Management 
Company Board, Basecamp Foundation Kenya 
and the original staff (Dr Lars Lindkvist, Dickson 
Kaelo and Judy Kepher-Gona), the conservancy 
management body Seiya Ltd and all landowners 
and tourism parties involved, in making this 
conservancy the success it is today.

The win is shining a spotlight on the greater 
Mara Conservancies’ movement as a whole. 
Such prestigious awards will help audiences 
across the continent to understand and 
appreciate the importance of community 
conservancies in Africa’s future. This recent 
success supports what we already know – that 
conservancies are providing long-term 
solutions for the Mara’s communities, wildlife 
and ecosystem.

Lions in Naboisho © Asilia
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POISONED UNDER PROTECTION

The greater Mara is home to some of the 
greatest wildlife spectacles on earth, as well as 
tens of thousands of people and their livestock. 
This co-existence hangs in a delicate balance 
and the December 2015 poisoning of the Marsh 
Pride lions inside the National Reserve shone a 
spotlight on the challenges this brings.

“The Reserve is the home of wildlife, 
where they are conserved and 
protected under national law”
Daniel Sopia, Chair of MMWCA 

RAPTOR DEATHS

One such challenge highlighted in December 
was the rise in raptor death rates due to 
poisoning. As scavengers, vultures often 
unknowingly feed on poison-laced carcasses. At 
least six white-backed vultures were killed from 
feasting on the remains of the poisoned Marsh 
Pride lions. These deaths are not unusual, 
according to The Peregrine Fund’s Raptor 
Research Project. The project, which has 
been running in the Mara since 2003, has 
found poisoning to be an extremely serious 
threat to the region’s raptor populations.

As protected areas with fewer threats 

than elsewhere in the ecosystem, the 
Mara Conservancies have become core 
areas of distribution for raptors. 

However, even inside the Reserve and the Mara 
Conservancies, adult survival rates are declining 
due to poisoning, having an adverse effect on 
future breeding. Over the last 30 years, Kenya’s 
vulture population has declined by 60%.

Not only do vultures face the very real threat of 
extinction, but death from poisoning also looms 
large. In fact, the annual vulture mortality 
rate from poisoning is a staggering 
25% of the total population in Kenya.

BUSTING A MYTH

The precarious situation is not helped by the fact 
that raptors are widely viewed by the Maasai 
as predators of poultry and small livestock, 
rather than scavengers of animal carcasses.

REPERCUSSIONS

Two local Maasai men were arrested for the lion 
poisoning – the owner whose cows were killed 
by Marsh Pride lions and the herdsman 
attending the cattle that night. After the cows 
were killed inside the Reserve, the owner laced 
one cow with poison and left it behind for the 
lions to feed, taking the other three dead cattle 
away. Both suspects will have their fate decided 
by the law, in line with the Kenyan Rule of Law 
principle (see right-hand box).

The key issue across the greater Mara 
is not one of wildlife versus community 
and their cattle, as is often cited, but 
one of land use.

If wildlife, including lions and raptors, are to 
continue to exist and be the pride of Kenya, 
driving the Kenyan tourism industry, they require 

The lion poisoning in the Maasai Mara National Reserve in December 2015 
set into motion a chain of events affecting more than just the Marsh Pride

Vulture soaring in the Maasai Mara
© Munir Virani
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Immediate Preventative 
Actions

1.      More effective controls and penalties for 
livestock in the Reserve imposed by 
MMNR management team and Narok 
County Government and its law courts

2.       Encouragement of the Maasai to stop 
hosting families with cattle from other 
regions on their land and on the borders 
of the Reserve

3.      Better allocation and transparency of the 
Maasai Mara Community Support Fund 
(19% of MMNR revenue), in return for 
communities tolerating wildlife on 
their land

4.      Management and reduction of human 
activity along the Reserve boundaries

5.      Large-scale investment in management of 
Maasai cattle, through a joint commercial 
venture across the ecosystem

Without such action, it is possible 
that many livestock owners will 
consider killing predators like the 
Marsh Pride.

RULE OF LAW
The Rule of Law is a fundamental principle 
for the nation of Kenya. Simply stated, it 
must be that the law (not individuals, 
government officials or law makers) decides 
a suspect’s fate. 

In this case, the 2013 Wildlife Conservation 
and Management Act will determine the 
legal outcome, as poisoning lions within a 
national Reserve is governed by the Act. 

If found guilty, the suspects face 
potential charges.

The Wildlife Act at a Glance

• No one should enter the national parks or 
reserves with livestock, without permission 
from the relevant authority.  The penalty for 
doing so, is either a fine of Ksh 100,000 or a 
6 months imprisonment.

• If you kill a problematic animal, for 
self-defense for example, you must report the 
circumstance of the killing and deliver the 
carcass to the nearest KWS outpost or police 
station within 48 hours. However it is illegal 
to kill a problem animal using poison, pitfalls 
or snares.

• Any person who commits an offence in 
respect of an endangered or threatened 
species or in respect of any trophy of that 
species, shall be liable upon conviction to a 
fine of not less than Ksh 20 million (US$ 
200,000) or imprisonment for life, or both a 
fine and imprisonment.

a safe environment. For this to happen, there 
must be willingness from landowners across the 
Mara to conserve their land for wildlife habitat.

Equally important is the fact that land must be 
provided for cattle and other livestock, to reduce 
the levels of human-wildlife conflict.

Unless this is done now, within a few years there 

will be no suitable land left for Maasai livestock 
owners’ herds to graze on. This will cause rising 
pressure and conflicts on the wildlife habitat in 
the Reserve and the Conservancies, with the very 
real threat of land unable to sustain life, 
disappearing grasslands and loss of 
bio-diversity caused by over-grazing.

"What is urgently needed is for areas to be set aside to provide livestock 
rangeland for cattle in the same way that the conservancies have been established 

for wildlife.” Jake Grieves-Cook



Unless these threats are addressed now, the greater Mara
in the next 5 to 10 years could be finished.

We must act now, to protect the wildlife corridors and dispersal areas, ensuring the great 
migration of Africa and all that depends on it, survives the test of time.

The Mara Conservancies are calling on  everyone who cares, to help us remove these 
dangerous threats. By encouraging more landowners and supporters to join the Mara 

conservancy movement, we will expand the land protected.

Together, we can conserve the greater Maasai Mara 
ecosystem for the prosperity of all.

MAKING SPACE FOR
THE GREAT MIGRATION

5 KEY THREATS TO BE ADDRESSED:

CIR
CLE OF PROSPERITY

Agricultural destruction of land © Unk
no

wn
Agriculture is encroaching on wildlife 
lands, eliminating the ecosystem for 
wildlife, pastoralism and tourism

3.

Livestock are being overgrazed across the Mara 
ecosystem and illegally grazing in the Maasai 
Mara National Reserve, resulting in rapid soil 
erosion and land degradation

2.
Land degradation © Unknown

Unprecedented levels of waste 
© Dan
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Waste is destroying the beauty of the 
landscape, especially in unprotected areas

4.

Dead wildebeest on fence © Danie
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Crowded communities © Danial Sa
laz
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Fences are killing wildlife and reducing 
open spaces for their movement

1. Rapid population growth (currently 10.5%) and 
sub-division of land is placing too much pressure on 
the land and its management

5.

THE BIGGER PICTURE
The Great Migration of Africa is under threat. 

With a dramatic decline in open spaces, habitat destruction and multiple pressures 
on the greater Mara ecosystem, the future of the world’s largest mammal 
migration and what the Mara represents for Kenya, is in danger.

SPACE FOR
GREAT MIGRATION 

STRONG
CONSERVANCIES 

CULTURAL
RESPECT

CATTLE
ENTERPRISE

RESPONSIBLE
TOURISM

LAND
MANAGEMENT



Why Does The Mara River
Look So Dirty? 

It may have something to 
do with the 4,100 hippos 
who call it home…
As far back as 1959, hippos in the Mara have 
been surveyed. In that first survey, only 120 
hippos were counted inside the Maasai Mara 
National Reserve. By 2006, 1,924 were 
counted, plus another 1,571 outside the Reserve. 
Today, the population continues to do well, 
largely thanks to reduced hunting over the years.

HIPPOS & THE ECOSYSTEM

After spending most of the day in or alongside 
the river, hippos take to the grasslands, where 
there is an abundance of food. After feeding 
during their nightly walk, they return to the river 
for the day – and this is where they make their 
key contribution to the ecosystem.

DID YOU KNOW?
• The name Hippopotamus comes from the 

Ancient Greek ‘river horse’
• Hippos can travel up to 5km in one evening in 

search of grass
• Hippos can weigh over 1,500kg

Throughout their day spent at the river, hippos 
defecate much of what they consumed at night. 
Their feces go straight into the river, containing 
carbon, nitrogen, phosphorus and other 
chemical elements that play an important role in 
the river function.

THE RESULTS?

• Hippos contribute approximately 36,200 kg of 
feces into the Mara River every day

• That equates to about 8 tons of dry organic 
material or several large lorries full of feces

Through this chain of events, hippos help the 
river and greater Mara ecosystem to thrive. How 
this actually affects the river is largely driven by 
how much water is flowing. When the river flows 
at normal levels, bacteria decomposes a certain 
amount of hippo feces, with other amounts 
being consumed by insects and fish, or being 
moved downstream by the current.

When the river level falls low, the feces settle at 
the bottom of the river, overwhelming the river’s 
ability to process the hippo matter. This can lead 
to declines in water quality, but when the river 
rises again, the settled feces move downstream 
very quickly. 

Without this daily contribution of hippo feces, the 
greater Mara ecosystem would look very 
different. And if this much-threatened ecosystem is 
to thrive long into the future, hippos must be able 
to continue their nightly feeds on grasslands.

The research referenced in this article 
was undertaken by scientists from Yale 
University and the Cary Institute of 
Ecosystem Studies, with funding from 
the National Geographic Society and 
the U.S. National Science Foundation.

14
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Christianity and Conservation
“The Lord God took the man and put 
him in the Garden of Eden to work it 
and take care of it” Genesis 2:15

The connection between man, nature and our 
obligation to protect the natural environment is a 
theme throughout the Bible. One recurring topic 
is the destruction of wildlife and habitat – a key 
threat to the greater Mara today. Genesis 
1:28 tells how God gave man the responsibility 
to protect his creation – “God gave man 
authority over all that was created on earth… 
protecting all that God had created including 
wild animals.”

A strong conservation message runs through the 
Bible; many passages stress the respect humans 
should have for the land and warn against 
depleting natural resources. In Leviticus 
25:2-4, the Lord commands that “the land shall 
keep a sabbath unto the Lord… in the seventh 
year shall be a Sabbath for the Lord; thou shalt 
neither sow thy field, nor prune thy vineyard.” 
This is reflected by the Maasai practice of 
olokeri, whereby land is left un-grazed for those 
animals most in need.

Today’s biggest conservation challenge is how 
to achieve olokeri without fencing, which 
immediately reduces the movement of those wild 

animals that the Bible asks us to nurture and 
treat with respect.

MMWCA is working with Mara pastors to 
communicate and celebrate the Church’s role in 
conservation, supporting religious leaders to play 
a key role in the future prosperity of the Mara.

This includes workshops with pastors from 
across the Mara, all of whom understand the 
importance of supporting conservation. 
Workshops cover five key topics:

1. Benefits of the Mara Conservancies

2. Local relevance of the new Wildlife Act
    of 2013 

3. Role of the Church in conservation

4. Challenges facing the Mara Conservancies

5. How societies can work together for
    financial reward

Bishop William Mainka of the Kenya Assemblies 
of God Mara District inspired and urged all 
pastors to lead the way in protecting 
Kenya’s natural heritage.

“The focus on protection (rather than ownership) corresponds with the widely held belief 
that all creatures including wild animals are God’s creatures. Christianity shares this belief 
with a number of other religions and if religious leaders can inspire their communities to 

join them in protecting God’s creatures, the greater Mara could face a bright future.”
Helen Gibbons, MMWCA CEO

© Borut Trdina
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Spotlight on: MARA BEEF
A New Future for Cattle in the Mara

The Mara’s grasslands are increasingly 
under threat due to rising numbers of 
livestock, people and fences, as well as 
agricultural production. Improving 
cattle management is one of the few 
ways that people and wildlife can 
peacefully coexist. 

Enonkishu Conservancy, more commonly known 
as the ‘Last Line of Defense’, owing to its location 
in the northern most area of the greater Mara 
ecosystem, has developed a potentially 
winning formula of working with 
local Maasai landowners. Through 
commercial livestock business Mara 
Beef, Enonkishu is raising the value of land 
under conservancy management and 
increasing income from cattle. 
Established in 2013 as a Kenyan company, 
Mara Beef features innovative business models 
that maximize profit margins for livestock owners.

Tarquin Wood, Managing Director of Mara Beef 
and a founding member of Enonkishu 
Conservancy, is passionate about the 
relationship between livestock and tourism as the 
major economic drivers in the region. Tarquin 
says: "We all want to see prosperous 
regions and rural economies which 
encourage investment and add value to 
a livestock industry which the Maasai 
people place their pride in.”

Mara Beef is dedicated to supplying consistently 
high quality beef to wholesalers and consumers 
throughout Kenya. It breeds and buys carefully 
selected cattle from Maasai pastoralists in the 
region or further afield, depending on 
availability. On arrival at the farm, the cattle are 
treated for parasites and begin a three- to 
five-month program of quality grazing and 
fattening. The usual weight gain is 
approximately 20kg per month, after which they 
are slaughtered at the farm’s top-grade abattoir. 

                                

Not only is Mara Beef aiming to 
develop a commercial supply chain 

for cattle from the Mara, but it has also 
formed business partnerships with 
high value markets in major centres 
like Nairobi, using well-developed 

marketing and distribution systems to command 
consistent and market competitive prices.

Today, Mara Beef products can be found in most 
Nakumatt shops, in Tusky’s delis and at Naivas.

A TRAINING CENTRE & 
DEMONSTRATION SITE

Building on this success, Mara Beef and 
Enonkishu are jointly establishing a training 
centre and demonstration site for rangeland 
management, livestock husbandry, improved 
breeds and more. They are applying to become 
a Savory Hub and are already a member of the 
global Savory Network. The Savory Network 
believes that herbivores can actually restore 
bleak rangelands. It advocates carefully rotating 
livestock in different paddocks to eat grass at the 
optimum time in its growth, for the optimum 
amount of time (known as holistic management). 
This is far preferable to animals being left in one 
place for extended periods of time, chewing 
their favorite grasses down to the roots, killing 
the grasses and causing erosion.

© Lippa Wood



Ultimately, over-grazing is not about the number 
of animals on a fixed area of land, but about the 
amount of time the plants are exposed to grazing 
and the amount of recovery time in-between.

This difference is often misunderstood, with 
potentially unfortunate results, as Musa Kiseer 
from Enonkishu Conservancy says: “Despite 
various recommendations that in order 
to survive and thrive, the Maasai 
pastoralists must reduce their livestock, 
this doesn’t explain that even with less 
livestock the land could still continue to 
deteriorate if livestock are grazed for 
too long in one place.”

Within 18 months of using holistic management 
methods to heal grassland in Enonkishu and the 
Mara Beef Farm, landowners have seen more 
positive changes in the grassland than over the 
previous decade. Wildlife has returned to the 
area, with species ranging from greater numbers 
of butterflies to more herds of elephants.

Tarquin talks about how this can help others 
across the greater Mara: “We are building 
our training centre and we plan to 

assist other conservancies and their 
landowners to generate extra revenue 
per acre, through modern and 
commercial livestock practices that also 
strengthen the conservancy model.”

LIVESTOCK & WILDLIFE SHARING THE 
SAME SPACE

Together, Mara Beef and Enonkishu 
Conservancy are working to protect the 
grasslands, adopting an integrated approach, 
encompassing both wildlife and livestock in the 
same management system.

This combined grazing of wildlife and livestock 
in the same area of land, aims to:

• spread the economic and financial risk of 
paying for conservancies

• increase resilience to extreme weather 
conditions by managing the land effectively 
and sustainably

• increase food security and household income 
through more cattle sales

Tarquin is convinced that: “This approach 
offers enormous potential benefits for 
wildlife conservation and livelihood 
security. Managed livestock grazing 
and improved breeding with strong 
herd health has a positive impact on 
wildlife numbers and biodiversity.”

© Lippa Wood

© Lippa Wood
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PIONEERS

Enonkishu Conservancy’s vision is to strengthen 
rural communities, protect wildlife and the 
Mara’s natural heritage, and decrease the risk 
of catastrophic drought or flooding caused by 
the increasing change in climate across the 
Mara, whilst improving soil health.

Moses Nampasso, a landowner and 
professional guide working in the Enonkishu 
Conservancy, sums it up when he says: 
“Conservationists and pastoralists need 
to work together.”

For more information visit www.marabeef.com

During the past year, a lot has changed at the 
Mara Discovery Centre (MDC) in Aitong. One of 
the many developments is the internal makeover 
undertaken by a joint team of students from the 
Amani Institute led by our very own intern Lisa 
Schulze, and a group from the local area led by 
the newly appointed Chair, Amos Kipeen.  

This makeover has given MDC new impetus to 
become a social business and cultural 
community centre serving the local region. To 
facilitate this vision, MMWCA, through the Obel 
Family Foundation, has invested in strong 
internet connectivity for public hire. This service, 
combined with their new computer teacher, 
Simon Sengeny and project manager, Josephine 
Kindi, means that there is real optimism to 
re-launch MDC in 2016. The new-look MDC will 

provide quality and dependable business 
services, alongside a mix of computer classes, 
hall hire (with or without internet access), a job 
notice board and a range of cultural and 
technology solutions, such as the open learning 
exchange program, creating access to an online 
library to improve basic education at schools in 
the local area.

The Mara Discovery Centre is open from 
8am to 5pm, 7 days a week.

MARA DISCOVERY CENTRE

© Gideon Maripet

© Britta Kasholm-Tengve
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THE MARA’S EXPLODING POPULATION
“Limiting population growth is crucial to address the 

pending population time bomb”
Dr Crystal Courtney

A recent report sheds light on the serious problem of growing population rates in the Mara region. 
Between April and November 2015, researchers collected data from 874 homesteads, schools, 
clinics, water points, churches and fences, across a study area of 236,000 acres (955km2) with a 
population of 16,587, in the central greater Mara region. This is what they discovered…

THE GREATER MARA TODAY

90.8 births per 1000
people annually
in the Mara

28.3 births per 1000
people annually in Kenya

16%
of homesteads
are less than
1yr old

60%
of homesteads
find getting to the
nearest clinic their
biggest problem

16% of homesteads HAVE toilets

83% of families go to the toilet in the open

< 0.01
toilets
per person
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10% of children are 
of school age BUT NOT
in primary school

6% of children receive
a secondary education

FE
N
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G
W

A
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R avg. time taken
to collect water
in the dry season

80
MINS

11.6 ltrs average
daily water use

per person

50 ltrs UN
recommended
amount

96% of homesteads 
COULD collect rainwater

10% of homesteads 
HAVE water tanks
to collect rainwater

354%
increase in fenced
non-conservancy
land over 21 months
in study area

10.3%
of non-conservancy
land within the study
area is fenced

100%
of homesteads questioned
intend to fence to some

degree in the future
within the study area

Mara Population

16-65
 yrs old

<16yrs old
66%

> 65
yrs old
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THE GROWTH OF THE HUMAN 
POPULATION

The Mara’s population rates are growing 
dangerously fast. If unchanged, the region’s 
population will DOUBLE within 7 years, and 
QUADRUPLE within 14 years. By 2033, the study 
area’s population could exceed 100,000 people. 

Without urgent intervention, we are 
facing “the end of the world as we 
know it”, according to one Maasai elder.

This growth hugely affects the way land use. 
There has been very little planning and 
consideration about the numbers of people 
living across the greater Mara. Many 
communities have to travel far to access basic 
services and facilities, having a tragic effect on 
their health and quality of life.

With at least 66% of the population being under 
16 years, education is an area of concern, 
particularly in areas neighbouring the 
conservancies. With one in 10 children not in 
primary school, and only 6% attending 
secondary school, the next generation are 
poorly prepared for the 21st century job market. 

Improvements in education need to be made 
if they are to survive and thrive in a 
modern-day Kenya.

For landowners in neighbouring conservancies, 
fencing is a growing problem. With the 
introduction of private title deeds, people are 
building fences in the belief that this will be more 

profitable than the ‘public commons’. This causes 
growing tension within communities, as people 
stand up to those who have fenced their own 
land and yet continue to graze their sheep on 
other people’s land. Fencing not only creates 
such problems for the community, but also for 
wildlife – every fence that is built can destroy a 
wildlife corridor.

“We need to understand that the Mara 
has always been a free-roaming space 
for wildlife, livestock and people”
Resident of the Pardamat region

Map of homesteads, coloured 
according to population:

© Daniel Salazar
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FIVE KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

The following recommendations address the key 
problems identified in the report. Together, they 
can help the Maasai people create a 
sustainable, healthy future.

1. Family Planning

Currently, decisions about family size belong to 
the husband. It is crucial that family planning 
education includes men, women and youngsters. 
This will allow everyone to develop an 
understanding from an early age that fewer 
children (ideally 2-3 per family) leads to a better 
standard of living, less competition for land and 
grass, better education and health services, and 
enough jobs for all.

2. Settlement Management

The development of trading centers, modern 
schools and health centers should happen along 
the edges of the ecosystem. This ensures that 
people (especially young adults) can access the 
best services, homes and job opportunities. 

3. Education

All school-age children need to have the 
required support in place to enable them to 
attend school and progress from primary to 
secondary education. Support and 
encouragement around the importance of school 
from local community chiefs and parents is 
crucial for this.

4. Water and Sanitation

It needs to be easier for people to collect and 
store clean water at home. One solution is to use 
the iron-sheet roof to harvest rainwater, 
providing every home with clean, safe water. 
More toilets are also required, to reduce 
life-threatening dangers and prevent disease.

5. Fencing

It is crucial to slow the rate of fence building, 
which is blocking the free roaming of animals 
and people. We must also continue to increase 
the benefits of land for the local communities as 
a whole. If rangelands and wildlife corridors are 

to be secured and kept open, we urgently need 
to integrate traditional communal land 
management methods once again, and 
demonstrate that unfenced land provides better 
return on investment.

BENEFITS OF CHANGE

Reducing the number of children per homestead 
means a better quality of life for all. Having fewer 
children allows more members of each family to 
thrive, affording them school education, good 
quality health care, jobs and money to go around. 

Urgent action is required now to slow the rapidly 
growing population rate. Maasai lives and 
livelihoods are not the only ones at risk from this 
ticking time bomb – the Mara’s wildlife, livestock 
and the land itself will all be destroyed if 
changes are not made.

“The land is being squeezed day by 
day and we cannot have many children 
now. When you see the ladies who are 
giving birth quickly in succession, they 
really struggle with their health and 
they stress about their families.

Those who can space their children and 
have fewer will be happier. And if we 
have fewer children, we will have more 
time to do things that we enjoy and can 
earn money doing activities like 
beadwork.”
Rose Sankei, Maasai Mara resident

A better quality of life for the Maasai people is 
within reach – through these recommended 
changes. A Maasai’s home is his pride and joy. 
With these changes, every Maasai can enhance 
his pride by securing his home and land for 
years to come. 

Maasai Home, Maasai Land – Maasai Pride

This article was informed by the recent report 
‘Population Increase and Settlement 
Management’, jointly produced by MMWCA, 
Basecamp Foundation and the Maa Trust.
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Setting up a Conservancy – What it Takes
When landowners come knocking at your door, 
asking you to set up a conservancy on an area 
set aside by the community many years ago, 
what do you do?

This is exactly what happened to the 
management team at Olarro Conservancy last 
year. Located on the eastern side of the greater 
Mara ecosystem, Olarro has significantly 
expanded in the past six months, leading to the 
creation of the new Greater Olarro Conservancy. 

How did the Olarro team establish a 
new conservancy in six months?

1. The team identified 13,000 acres of 
community owned land for protection in the 
neighbouring area of Siana.

2. They leased the land from over 2,000 
members of the community.

3. They persuaded their employer to finance the 
lease and then secured the title deeds, 
undertook surveying and legal administration, 
established three new ranger bases and 
purchased new vehicles, motorcycles, radio 
communication systems and ranger equipment.

4. They hired 26 rangers from the involved 
communities, to be trained in-house.

5. They established a new portable HQ in 
conjunction with the ranger bases, to enable 
management to spend plenty of time with their 
‘boots on the ground’.

6. They submitted management plans to the 
National Environment Management Authority 
(NEMA), Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) and 
County Wildlife Conservation and 
Compensation Committee (CWCCC), with 
conservancy by-laws and policies soon to follow.

7. Next they plan to provide specialist training to 
rangers who will act as a reaction force for 
anti-poaching and conflict resolution, amongst 
other law enforcement duties. 

The Greater Olarro Conservancy now covers 

over 20,000 acres of land. It provides income to 
over 2,150 landowners and has created over 
100 jobs. There is also a second tourism lodge 
currently under development, providing further 
local employment.

“We hope to effectively work hand in 
hand with other conservancies to build 
and create a sustainable and successful 
Maasai Mara environment. Without 
cooperation, we will be left with a few 
oases of conservation areas, nullifying 
migratory routes and free historical 
movement of wildlife.” 
William Hofmeyr, Greater Olarro 
Conservancy Manager

The conservancy has almost doubled in size 
during the past six months. A larger area was 
necessary to protect the original conservancy's 
sustainability against three key threats:

Overpopulation of wildlife in Olarro

Pressure from human populations

Environmental degradation caused by 
poaching, illegal sand harvesting and 
overutilization of natural resources in 
surrounding areas

William and his team are now concentrating on 
the re-establishment of the environment in the 
new expanded area, as well as initiating 
grazing plans and wildlife incident control and 
management.

In the next edition we’ll be talking about 
two other new Mara Conservancies, Siana 
and Olosukut.

1.

2.

3.

© William Hofmeyr



MMWCA - The Story So Far
JUNE 2011
Mara stakeholders agree to 
establish a regional 
conservancies’ association 

JANUARY 2014
First AGM elects Chair 
Daniel Sopia

OCTOBER 2014
Management team is established 
following grants from Asilia Giving 
and The Nature Conservancy 

JUNE 2015
Edition 1 of ‘Voice 
of the Mara’ is 
published, 
highlighting the 
benefits of 
conservancies 

JULY 2015
The Obel Family 
Foundation renews its 
support to Mara 
North Conservancy 
schools, as well as 
MMWCA

MID 2015
ONWARDS
MMWCA Chair 
talks about key 
Mara issues on 
Mayian radio 
breakfast shows 

SEPTEMBER 2015
Mara Conservancies 
ecological and wildlife 
monitoring workshop

OCTOBER 2015
USAID funds TNC and MMWCA to 
deliver three-year Mara Conservancies 
development program 

NOVEMBER 2015
Cultural and Natural 
Resource Conservation 
Action Plan for the 
greater Mara is 
produced 

DECEMBER 2015
Economic Viability Assessment of 
the Mara Conservancies is 
completed with AWF and 
Conservation Capital 

JUNE 2016
USAID funding 
increases MMWCA’s 
staff from 3 to 10 

MAY 2016
Pardamat Association is 
legally registered. Plus 
a WWF-MMWCA 
grants supports 16 
community scouts

The greater Maasai Mara is a cultural landscape 
where communities and partners secure wildlife 
and sustainable livelihoods for a better future. 
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Largest mammal 
migration on earth:

1.5 million wildebeest, zebras 
and Thomson’s gazelle 
traverse a north to south route 
through the ecosystem each 
year from July to October

Approx. 25% of 
Kenya’s wildlife:

with Kenya being the second
most mammal bio-diverse 
country in Africa (after DRC)

One of the highest 
densities of

herbivores in the world:
estimated at nearly 240 per 
km2 with a biomass of just 
under 30 tonnes/km2

Home to 95 
mammal species

and 550 species of
birds: the region is 
categorized as an Important 
Bird Area 

Maasai people are 
world-renowned:

pastoralists by tradition,
living traditionally and in local 
market centres across the 
region

Home to one of the 
highest lion

populations in Africa: 
1/3 of Kenya’s lion 
population with just under 17 
lions over one year of age per 
100km2

A cultural 
ecosystem of

4,500km2: with 1,510 km2 
of this protected as the 
Maasai Mara National 
Reserve and another 
1,300km2 protected by the 
Mara Conservancies

Varied habitats: 
ranging from open

rolling grassland, riverine 
forests and Acacia 
woodlands, to swamps, 
thickets and boulder-strewn 
escarpments

Home to free 
ranging black

rhinos: one of Kenya’s
very few ecosystems 

Iconic landscape: 
rolling savannahs - the

classic safari image of Africa
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WHAT
MAKES

THE MARA
MAGNIFICENT
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