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Power 
to the 
people
The Northern Rangelands Trust is a pioneering 
partnership of local communities looking to 
invigorate a vast swathe of northern Kenya, with 
wildlife conservation and tourism at its heart.  
Does this signal a new way forward for rural areas 
across Africa? Harriet Constable reports
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Kenya

L
ate on a Sunday afternoon, we are creeping through 
the wilderness, tiptoeing past gnarled trees and over 
crunchy twigs to the harmonic bleep of a tracking 
device. Hawks circle overhead, screeching a terrible 
call, and in the distance towering mountains are 
silhouetted against the ebbing sun. In line we sneak: 

first our guide Sammy, then Lekanaya the tracker, his assistant, me, 
and at the back our armed ranger Jimmy. 

Suddenly, silently, Sammy’s fist flies into the air signalling  
for us to freeze.  From a bush about 15m away comes a low, 
fearsome rumble. Behind it, a one-tonne black rhino is disguised 
by a shrub but for one ear, which flickers forwards and backwards, 
listening intently. In a nearby tree an oxpecker spots us and 
sounds the alarm with her call, alerting the rhino that danger is 
approaching: humans. The rhino lets out a sharp snort and rounds 
the bush so that she is now out in the open just metres from where 
we are standing. One step closer and she halts, weighing up the 
situation. Her eyesight is poor so she cannot really see us, even  
at this close proximity. Still, my heart is in my mouth, as we  
stand there, frozen in this moment. We’re granted one exhilarating 
second more and with the crack of a stick on the ground she turns 
and runs away. 

Such is a day in the life of the team working at the Sera Rhino 
Sanctuary in northern Kenya. Set on the vast 345,000-hectare Sera 
Conservancy, this is the first community conservancy to own and 
run a sanctuary for the critically endangered black rhino. Opened 
in 2015, it is now home to 11 black rhinos that were relocated from 
other parts of Kenya. 

I’ve joined the team for the on-foot rhino tracking experience now 
offered to tourists staying at Saruni Rhino camp, a luxury lodge on 
the conservancy. “We feel very proud to be the only community 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT:  
The rare Rothschild’s giraffe  
in the Ruko Conservancy; 
beautiful rock formations in  
a seasonal riverbed in the Sera 
Conservancy; a lion drinks 
from the Ewaso Nyiro River 
in Samburu National Reserve; 
a team of Samburu rangers 
have been trained to track 
and monitor Sera’s black rhino 
population, thus making a 
valuable contribution to the 
conservation of this highly 
endangered species; a Samburu 
guide at Sasaab Lodge in 
Westgate Conservancy takes  
in the scenery from one of 
many breathtaking viewpoints
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To do this, so far NRT has accrued 33 member conservancies, 
covering a whopping 44,000sq km of northern and coastal Kenya 
that are filled with mountains, desert, forest, grasslands, mangrove 
swamps and some of the world’s most rare and endangered species. I 
asked NRT founding member and Director of Conservation Ian Craig 
what inspired the launch of the NRT. “There were no initiatives on 
the table that were really looking after wildlife… [and] communities 
were not beneficiaries of conservation. We had national parks, we 
had private sector conservation, but most of the important land for 
wildlife was belonging to communities who were not benefiting from 
it.” Given the geographic scale of the north, poaching was hard to 
stop. “Elephant were being annihilated, society was not involved in 
protection: wildlife was not going to have a future,” he said. 

Community conservancies exist elsewhere in Kenya, particularly 
around the famous Masai Mara National Reserve, but the model 
is totally different, according to Craig. “The Mara conservancies… 
have the opportunity to really generate significant funding from 
tourism to pool into conservation. That opportunity didn’t exist in 
northern Kenya, so for communities to have conservation [here] 
it had to be enabled [with external funding].” Annually, the NRT 
receives funding from organisations including USAID, The Nature 
Conservancy, DANIDA (Denmark’s international development 
agency) and AFD (the French government’s department for 
development) to fund core operations, capacity building, anti-
poaching initiatives, rangeland rehabilitation and more.

Critics of the NRT model argue this public funding insulates it 
from public scrutiny and gives the organisation too much power. 
Some members of the NRT team even said the Kenyan government 
was jealous of the power it wields. But in the arid north where 
drought is vicious, habitat loss for wild animals is higher than ever, 
employment and infrastructure are poor, education is low and the 
proliferation of guns is rife, the NRT is playing its part in providing 
some much-needed solutions. 

Of course, such an ambitious initiative comes with major 
challenges. The vast areas the NRT covers are remote and 
underdeveloped, and while investment is necessary to bring more 
tourists to the region, securing backers can be time-consuming and 
complex. Rising population numbers, huge herds of livestock putting 
pressure on resources, corruption and getting buy-in from local 
communities are also considerable hurdles for the NRT to leap.   

Ruben Lendira, who is the Conservancy Manager at Sera, says 
meeting the expectations of the community can be a demanding 
task. “Sometimes mine is a stressful job. The community have 
high expectations: because we have rhino, they expect a lot of 
money.” Transparency and regular communication are the best 
ways to address this, according to Ruben. “We hold meetings to 
explain the issues and to hear concerns. We share our revenue so 
people can see how much money we make and where it goes: they 
see how they benefit.” 

And there are many ways the community is benefiting. For 
Sammy, my guide and driver at Saruni Rhino, the conservancy, 
rhino sanctuary and lodge provide essential jobs for himself and  
the local community. 

The Samburu are a pastoralist tribe, who traditionally raise 
livestock and are famous for their natural beauty and bright clothing. 
Theirs is a vibrant and rich culture. Men graduate from boys to 
warriors and eventually to elders in elaborate ceremonies. Weddings 
are colourful affairs where guests perform dances and men compete 
in jumping competitions. At 15 years old, Sammy was circumcised 

and officially became a warrior. Now approaching 30, he has just 
three more years before he will become an elder and be allowed 
to marry.  He has already been assigned a wife, but her dowry is 
considerable and expensive and he needs work to pay for it.

As we drive over the sandy red earth of the conservancy one 
afternoon, he ticks off the dowry items on his fingers.  
“I must provide 11 cows, five blankets, a sack of sugar, a packet of 
tea leaves, two sheep and a bull to be slaughtered for the wedding 
ceremony.” Sammy estimates all this will cost him the equivalent 
of US$2000. “I need this job very much or I will go bankrupt after 
all this!” he chuckles, only half joking. I ask if some young people 
might decide not to marry with the cost being so prohibitive. 
Frowning, he says, “It would be very strange not to marry, you 
would be seen as a weak, useless person in the community.” 
He stops to point out the cluster of bright-necked guinea fowl 
scattering into the bush and we drive on.

The next day, I’m up early to visit a different NRT initiative: the 
Reteti Elephant Sanctuary on the Namunyak Wildlife Conservancy. 
It’s almost a three-hour drive over the bumpy, corrugated roads 
between Sera and Namunyak, but there’s much to see along the 
way, from the long-necked, spindly legged gerenuk antelope, which 
is only found in this region, to the cheering children who run out 
from the trees to wave at our truck as we pass. Delicate weaver bird 
nests hang from branch edges, and striped lesser kudu dart into the 
bushes as we drive. The land is wild, rugged and fiercely beautiful, 
although admittedly my bottom may never be the same again after 
the long trip.

Arriving at the sanctuary, I meet Joseph Lolngojine, who 
works here as a paravet. Launched in 2016, the sanctuary rescues 
orphaned baby elephants from north of the equator, rehabilitates 
and cares for them and returns them to the wild when they are old 
and strong enough.  

We have a few moments to spare before the baby elephants come 
out for their feed and mud bath, so Joseph tells me a little about 
how his opinion of the conservancy has changed as he’s seen the 
impact on both wildlife and locals. “Initially it was a difficult task to 
engage the community [with the idea of a conservancy]. We thought 
our land was being taken away and were worried. But with time 
we have learned that this is helpful, it is generating money back to 
the community. We have bursaries for the children’s education, we 
have healthcare. In total, we have 36 employees [at the sanctuary], 
all Samburu people, and all from the local community. I am among 
those who with time changed my opinion.”

The Namunyak Conservancy sits on the edge of the 
spectacular Mathews mountain range, which is home to more 
than 8000 elephants. Sadly human-wildlife conflict, poaching, 
drought and man-made wells (which baby elephants easily fall 
into) leave many elephant calves orphaned. Seeing the impact 
this was having on the endangered species, and the success 
of the rhino sanctuary, the community suggested the 
creation of the elephant sanctuary. With the support 
of the NRT and a number of major donors the 
sanctuary was born, the first community-owned 
and -managed elephant orphanage in Africa. 
I stand and watch as the orphaned elephants 
rush towards their milk bottles, powerfully 
sucking out the formula and trumpeting in 
disgust when they realise they’ve gobbled it 
all up. The sight of the muddy waterhole 

Kenya

58 October-December 2017  |  Travel Africa  

conservancy in the world to have rhinos, and we’re benefiting from 
them being here,” says our armed ranger Jimmy once we’re back at 
the car and out of the stomping line of our one-tonne friend.

Jimmy grew up in a village just outside the conservancy and, 
while he was fortunate enough to complete school where many in the 
region do not, his parents couldn’t afford to send him to college, so he 
started looking for a job. “I heard Sera was recruiting locals to protect 
rhinos, so I came looking for work,” he tells me. “I had some skills 
already ― being from the area I know the land very well, but when I 
got the job I got a lot more training. I learnt security drills and how 
to use a gun. It took four months in total.” Conservation organisation 
Save the Rhino estimates there are only about 5000 black rhinos 
left in the world, and in 2013 more than 5 per cent of Kenya’s rhino 
population was lost to poaching. Safe havens like this sanctuary are 
vital to ensure their survival. Now trained, Jimmy spends his time as 
part of the team, patrolling the conservancy day and night to keep 
them safe.

The rhino sanctuary is just one of a number of impressive 
projects being implemented by the communities with the support of 
the Northern Rangelands Trust (NRT). Set up by a coalition of local 
leaders, politicians and conservation organisations, the NRT’s aim 
is to develop community conservancies, improve livelihoods, create 
peace along tribal lines and conserve wildlife and rangelands in the 
northern region of Kenya.

The Samburu are 
a pastoralist tribe, 
who traditionally 
raise livestock and 
are famous for their 
natural beauty and 
bright clothing

CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Ownership and management of tourism activities by the local Samburu people 
are resulting in long-term benefits for the community; a vulturine guinea fowl; orphaned baby black 
rhino Loijipu enjoys a bottle of milk at the community-run Reteti Elephant Sanctuary in Samburu County
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quickly placates them, though, and they spend the next half an hour 
splashing about in it and rolling on one another with delight.

The community have not always been so caring towards 
wildlife, however. This is something that has come with the 
development of the conservancy, according to Joseph. Gradually, 
thinking about conservation in the area has evolved, and the 
community went from despising elephants to lobbying for the 
sanctuary to rescue them. “We didn’t like elephant before. There 
were conflicts between them and us. They killed human. Our 
properties were destroyed. But that has changed now.” A sense 
of ownership and a direct benefit to the local community are 
the reasons, he believes. “Everyone has a number of dependents 
[who benefit] as a result of one person having a job here. I have 
my mum, dad, three younger brothers, wife and three kids who 
depend on my income.” Like Sammy, the job is vital to Joseph. 

Tom Silvester is the manager of the 22,660-hectare Loisaba 
Conservancy, which is working with the NRT to develop further 
community conservancies around Loisaba land. He too believes in 
the ownership model: “Do you wash your hire car when you return 
it? No. Ownership is important, which is why the NRT  
model works,” he says. 

Not all of the NRT’s 33 conservancies have such a formal offering as 
a rhino or elephant sanctuary, or luxury lodge. Some, like the Ngare 
Ndare Forest, offer camping, hiking and plunge pool swimming to 
local and international travellers; others don’t cater to tourists, but 
help the community in other ways like promoting peace and acting 
as a mediator between different tribes who are in conflict. Josephine 
Ekiru is the NRT Peace Coordinator. Over a crackling phone line 
she explains to me that issues such as cattle rustling ― the stealing 
of people’s livestock ― have caused conflict between different tribes 
in the north for many years. Her role is to try to open channels of 
communication and avoid violence between groups. “We bring 
leaders from both sides [together] and reunite cattle with their 
owners,” she says.

Josephine has personally felt the effect of the Northern Rangeland 
Trust’s peace negotiations. “I myself am a living testimony that NRT 
is helping communities come together. Isiolo [her home town] was so 
violent, with fighting over cows and grass and grazing back in 1998 to 
2002. When we learnt about community conservancies, we said, ‘Us, 
the communities on this land, are fighting over the ownership of land. 
Why don’t we come together to manage these resources and share 
rather than killing each other?’ We came together in 2011. Today 
[the] Borana and Turkana [tribes] are celebrating peace of seven years 
because of that.”

Back at the elephant sanctuary, I meet Loijipu, a black rhino calf 
who was born in Sera Rhino Sanctuary but had to be rescued after 
his mother abandoned him. Following his keeper, he stomps around 
the side of the fence for his morning feed and then wanders over to 
me to butt against my legs. Loijipu’s story, I realise, is a testimony 
to the strides the NRT and the local community have made. That at 
three days old, this calf could be rescued from a community-owned 
rhino sanctuary and transported to a community-owned elephant 
sanctuary, raised by a local carer, and eventually released back into 
the wild shows just how far community-owned conservation efforts 
in northern Kenya have come. Long may they continue.  
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SAFARI PLANNER

n Getting there  Scheduled 
Safarilink, Air Kenya and Fly-
SAX planes land at airstrips 
in Nanyuki, Lewa and Kalama 
on a daily basis. Chartered 
journeys to private airstrips 
and helicopter safaris 
can be organised through 
Tropic Air. Self-drive access 
to the conservancies can 
be arranged through The 
Big North or the Northern 
Rangelands Trust (NRT).
n Where to stay  Saruni 
Rhino in the Sera 
Conservancy is a great place 
to track rhino on foot. Sarara Camp makes a great base for exploring the 
Namunyak Conservancy. Try Il Ngwesi Lodge in the Il Ngwesi Conservancy 
and Tassia Lodge in the Lekurruki Conservancy. Alternatively, self-catering 
campsites can be booked through The Big North. 
n When to go  In northern Kenya, wildlife viewing is best when it’s dry 
(June to October). However, during the big wet (April to May) and the small 
wet (November) seasons, the scenery is beautiful and green. The ‘rains’ 
only see brief showers and it is rare that this will affect accessibility 
across the region. Overall, northern Kenya is great to visit all year round. 
n Health  Check with your GP or local travel clinic which vaccinations 
you need and buy your antimalarials well in advance.
n Further reading  The websites of The Big North and the Northern 
Rangelands Trust have lots of information. 

NRT: NEED TO KNOW
n The Northern Rangelands Trust was set up in 2004 in Kenya by  
a coalition of local leaders, politicians and conservationists. It currently 
employs 480,000 people from 15 ethnic groups. 
n It is home to the Sera Rhino Sanctuary, the first community-owned  
and -run rhino sanctuary in East Africa.
n The NRT Centre region stretches across five counties, 
divided into 16 conservancies, each with their own 
focus tailored to the immediate environment.
n Each conservancy is ranked annually on 
accountability, transparency and financial 
management to help promote good governance.
n Between 2012 and 2014, there was a 43 per cent 
reduction in elephant poaching across NRT lands.
n 1.8 million hectares are now under improved 
rangeland management, with measures put in 
place to prevent land erosion.
n The NRT supports conflict resolution 
programmes through funding peace-oriented 
sporting events and planned grazing.
n  Mount Ololokwe, the sacred mountain of 
the Samburu people, is within the Northern 
Rangelands. Access for hikers has recently been 
made available through the NRT. 
ALICE ROBERTS
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: A guided walk from Sasaab Lodge in Westgate Conservancy takes guests to 
some stunning viewpoints; a Samburu lady and her child; the gerenuk is one of several unique northern 
species in the region; all conservancies within the NRT family are community owned and managed ― 
here, the Kalama Conservancy board meets to raise any concerns and discuss plans for its future

NRT North Rift

NRT Coast

NRT Centre

NRT North East

NRT’s conservancies cover 
a whopping 44,000sq km of 
northern and coastal Kenya 

that are filled with mountains, 
desert, forest, grasslands  

and mangrove swamps
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Lake Turkana


