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Background to Tana River County 
Tana River County came to life as an administrative unit on March 4, 2013, 
a creation of the Constitution comprising one of the 47 units of devolved 
government.  Covering a total area of 35,375.8 square kilometres with a 
population of approximately 240,000 people, Tana River County is part of the 
former Coast Province. 

The capital and largest town is Hola, also known as Galole.There are three 
main ethnic groups which reside in the county: the Pokomo who are sedentary 
farmers; the Orma who are traditionally pastoralists but over recent years have 
explored settled agriculture and the Wardey minority who are predominantly 
nomadic. As with other parts of the country, Kenyans from other diverse 
backgrounds also reside in the county, especially in major urban areas like 
Garsen, Bura and Hola.

In terms of administration and governance, the Governor is Hussein Dado 
(Wiper),  the Senator Ali Bule (Federal Party) The MPs are Garsen’s Ibrahim 
Sane (URP), Hassan Dukicha of Galole (UDF), Ali Wario of Bura (TNA) and 
Tana River Women’s Representative Halima Ware (Wiper). Jire Siyat is the 
Deputy Governor while Mohammed Mwatuna serves as the County Secretary.
There are 15 members of the County Assembly including Mikinduni’s Yusa 
Mohammed Buya; Mohammed Salimu Arbicho representing Chewani; Wayu’s 
Jarso Maka Baru; Harun Hassan Odhowa elected to represent Chewele ward; 
Hirimani’s Daud Gardesa Tuyo; Bangale’s; Ibrahim Salah Adomow; Sadick 
Duke Karani representing Sala ward while Madogo having Gobu Abdi Ergamso 
as their MCA with Kipini East electing Manase Samuel Guyo and Garsen 
South having Hussein Gobu Godana while Kipini West’s MCA is Musa Wario 
Shura even as Boru Dela Masha pushes the interests of Garsen Central with 
Mahmud Ahmed Gabo serving the people of Garsen West while Salat Farah 
Dakan is the county ward representative for Garsen North. Kinakomba ward 
in Tana River County currently does not have  a county ward representative.

The County Executive headed by Governor Hussein Dado consists of his 
deputy Jire Siyat;  Omar Wachu Buketa in the Lands, Agriculture, Livestock 
& Fisheries Department; Adam Dhidha Barisa in the Trade, Industry, Tourism 
and Cooperative Development docket; Eunice Mungatana as the Gender, 
Social Services & Culture minister; Yussuf Adow responsible for Environment, 
Wildlife & Natural Resources while Sophia Wedo serves as the Health, Water 
& Sanitation minister. Salim M. Mohamed is in charge of Finance & Planning; 
Jilo Algi is the Tana River County Education, Vocational Training & Sports 
minister with Hassan Barre his counterpart over at Cohesion & Special 
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Programmes and Abdi Suleiman serving as County Executive Member 
without portfolio. Mohammed Mwatuna serves as the County Secretary.

In terms of climate, Tana River County is hot and dry, except for the area along 
the Indian Ocean where it is normally hot and humid with little variations 
in temperature. The average annual temperature is above 250C and may 
sometimes rise to above 300C. The rainfall in the district is generally low 
and unreliable, with a mean annual range of between 300mm and 500mm. 
The coastal belt of the county receives a rainfall of 750 – 1250mm annually. 
However, a very narrow band around Kipini and Chara receives rainfall of 
between 1200mm to 1500mm annually.

Continued on page 2

TANA RIVER COUNTY WITH EXISTING WARDS
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Continued on page 3

In a fresh outbreak of violence in Tana River County, one person was hacked 
to death and four others seriously injured in fresh attacks between two 
communities in Bora Moyo village of Kipini area in Tana River County at the 
end of October 2014. Residents said that over 20 men from Garjel community, 
who were searching for their lost herds of goats, raided the village on  the 
evening of October 31, 2014 after they smelt cooked meat, claiming it was 
of their lost animals. The November 1st edition of the Standard newspaper 
quotes area Member of County Assembly Mennese Guyo as  saying, “They 
raided the village and hacked anyone they could fi nd saying that they smelt 
the meat which could be from their stolen animals”.  The newspaper reports 
Tana Delta Sub-County Commissioner Mike Kimoko stating that two of the 

Root Causes of the Tana River Violence in 2012-13

The river Tana supports diverse livelihoods of the 
communities living in the county – mainly the farming 
and the pastoralist communities. While  the Pokomo are 
settled farmers, the Orma and the Wardei are nomadic and 
pastoralists. The diverse lifestyles are distinct and often 
in competition giving rise to periodic  intracommunity 
confl icts particularly during the dry season. 

In this issue of the Operation Firimbi Bulletin, we are 
going to focus on two events that  shine a sharp spotlight 
on the simmering and underlying unresolved issues 
around land tenure, land use and land rights that have 
acted as a tinderbox of confl ict in Tana River County- 
the horrifi c violent confrontations within and between 
various ethnic groups in 2012 and 2013 and the far 
more ominious ramifi cations of the disturbing trend  of 
what is being referred increasing as major land grabs in 
Kenya, Ethiopia, Madagascar and elsewhere, by a motley 
constellation of  foreign corporations and governments 
in cahoots with local and national elite dispossessing 
villagers, pastoralists and peasants which in turn 
exercerbates  existing and deeply entrenched  resource 
based contestations to the detriment of peace and national 
cohesions.

four injured were part of the raiders while the rest and the deceased were 
from the Giriama community, according to Tension remained high Saturday 
and police from Witu and Garsen Police Station were deployed to pursue the 
attackers. According to Kimoko, three suspects raiders were arrested  but 
dispelled claims that the attack had connection to past tribal clashes mainly 
between the pastoralists, Orma and the Pokomo communities. “The deceased 
died as he was being rushed to hospital. The other four are seriously injured 
and are receiving treatment at Mpeketoni District Hospital. They all sustained 
deep cuts given that the attackers used machetes,” said Mr. Kimoko. 

River Tana, Kenya longest river

Displacement: The elderly, children and women fl eeing from yet another round of violence in Tana River Count.
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In fashionable conventional wisdom, often tinged 
with paternalistic and sometimes overt racist 
overtones, confl icts in Africa are often dismissed in  
mainstream media accounts as nothing more than 
a continuation of centuries old, atavistic face offs 
between primitive tribes caught in a time warp of 
never ending ritualistic contests over cattle, water 
points and even a scramble for buxom beauties 
from opposing ethnic groups.  

This  age old reductionist template, dating back to 
the 19th Century colonial invasions and fi red by 
the mainstream media’s  Coup/Quake  Syndrome 
obessed with natural disasters and primeveal 
human confl ict often sees hordes of New York, 
Paris, London, Toronto, Sydney-based “senior 
correspondents” and so called “Africa experts” 
descend on sleepy villages on the continent 
television cameras, microphones and expensive 
digital equipment and crew in tow.

They then proceed to regurgitate and recycle yet 
another rendition perpetuating the stereotype of 
Africa as a hopeless, violent prone backward 
expanse hoarsely pleading for Western intervention 
and handouts which in turn justify yet another 
foray of globalized neo-liberal intervention often 
accompanied with a dose of military sabre  rattling.
When one reviews the coverage of the clashes in 
Tana River County in 2012 and 2013 it is diffi cult 
to escape the eerie feeling of deja vu; a sense of  
here we go again in terms of framing fairly complex 
African  realities within the unhelpful  prism of “ 
traditional tribal clashes”.

What did happen in Tana River County in 2012 
and 2013?

Well, there is little debate over the essential facts 
and sequence of events which unfolded: 

Around the 10th of August 2012, three Pokomo 
people were killed by members of the Orma 
community. In retaliation, the Pokomo people 
raided Orma villages and burned more than one 
hundred houses. On 22 August 2012, in the worst 

violent incident in Kenya since 2007, at least fi fty-
two people were killed in ethnic violence in the 
Tana River County between the Orma and Pokomo 
groups. The violence occurred in the Reketa area of 
Tarassa. The attackers were armed with machetes, 
bows and arrows, spears and handguns. Thirty-one 
women, eleven children, and six men were killed 
during the violence.Of these, thirty-four people 
were hacked to death with machetes, while fourteen 
people were burned to death. Four other Kenyans 
later died from injuries sustained during the attack. 
In addition, the Pokomo captured approximately 
two hundred cattle belonging to the Orma. On the  
7th  of September, in the wee predawn hours 12 
people were killed by Orma.  Three days later, 38 
people were killed by Pokomo, including 9 police 
offi cers. The deceased included 16 men, fi ve 
women, nine police offi cers and eight children. The 
offi cers included fi ve GSU, two Administration 
Police and two regular police offi cers. The violence 
occurred at Kilelengwani Village.vOn the next 
morning of 11th, 3 people were killed by Orma 
at Semikaro, Laini, Nduru and Shirikisho villages 
of Tana Delta. On 13th September over 1311 
paramilitary police offi cers were deployed to quell 
unrest in the county. On Monday 17th September 
at around 5.45am 67 houses were torched at Ozi 
Village. there were no casualties reported. The next 
day the then MP for Garsen Danson Mungatana 
(cuurently serving as the Chairman of the Kenya 
Ports Authority) claimed that houses were torched 
by GSU sent there earlier from Nairobi to quel the 
violence. On Friday, 21 December 2012, renewed 
fi ghting ensued, with reports confi rming the deaths 
of over 39 people. On 9 January 2013, 11 people 
were killed in fresh fi ghting when suspected 
Pokomo raiders attacked Nduru Village killing six 
Ormas. Villagers countered the attackers killing 
two raiders on the spot, and two more as they 
pursued them. Another assailant died from injuries 
while fl eeing. Dawn attacks on 10 January 2013 
resulted in the death of 11 people at the Pokomo 
community Village of Kibusu. The dead included 
three women, three men and fi ve children.[23] 
The attack also resulted in the burning of 19 
homes in the village which is approximately 20 

km from Nduru village which had been attacked 
a day earlier.The Kenya Red Cross  indicated that 
over 112,000 people had been displaced since the 
fi ghting begun despite deployment of 2,000 law 
enforcement offi cers.

What led to all this?

In the fi rst place, it must be underscored that Tana 
River County is one of the most impoverished, 
marginalized and neglected regions of Kenya. 
The fact that there are periodic and recurring 
clashes over water and grazing pasture is a sad 
commentary and harsh indictiment of decades of 
colonial and neo-colonial neglect when it comes 
to infrastructure projects, alternative means of  
securing and pursuing sustainable livelihoods 
and elite manipulation of ethnic and religious 
differences.

Secondly, the  knee jerk reaction of throwing 
trigger happy baton wielding para military forces to 
“pacify” restive communities is a direct throwback 
to the British colonial practice of sending security 
personnel to crush perceived  “dissent” and 
“mutiny” for those deemed to be “rebelling” 
against the state.

Thirdly, the temptation of falling back on easy 
threadbare “solutions” explains why the next 
confl ict is inevitable.

Most poignantly, the stubborn refusal, at the 
national and devolved county government levels, 
to grapple with the central questions of land-
based historical injustices and the need for people-
based explorations of community driven confl ict 
transformation strategies and  peacebuilding 
process is a pointer to the entrenched interests at 
the national, county and local levels of elites who 
are implicated in land grabbing, corruption, graft 
and sponsorship of politically motivated ethnic 
clashes, especially on the eve of elections.

Aftermath: Homes destroyed by confl ict.
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A New Defi nition of Land Grabbing
In every day common language use in Kenya, “land grabbing” refers to the illegal, often forceful acquisition of a tract of land-often as small as the square 
metres set aside for a pit latrine in  a primary school compound or extending to cover  an expanse as large as three quarters of a  sizable county for speculative 
and profi teering purposes in many cases by well connected political and business elites. 

But the term in recent years has acquired a very different connotation with implications far  beyond the Kenyan context.

The Germany-based FIAN International Secretariat has come up with this defi nition in its April 2010 report entitled, Land Grabbing In Kenya and 
Mozambique:

In the current context, a global process is underway whereby powerful foreign public or private investors create agreements with domestic states which involve taking possession of and/or 
controlling large surfaces of land, which are relevant for current and/or future food security of the host country. After three decades of neglect of agriculture, there has been a resurgence, 
particularly of business interests, in agricultural production. Over the past two years, this process has been increasingly described by the media as a growing trend across the world, most 
notably in Africa.

For the purpose of this analysis, land grabbing is defi ned as taking possession of and/or controlling a scale of land for commercial/industrial agricultural production which is dispropor-
tionate in size in comparison to the average land holding in the region. This defi nition does not focus on abusive practices in the process of acquiring the land but rather on the distribu-
tional aspects of the phenomenon and its impact on the political economy and the local and national populations’ right to resources for both today and the future. This defi nition includes 
both national and foreign investors. In fact, the varying degrees of arrangements between foreign and national investors creates a situation where the boundaries are blurred because the 
partnerships between the two result in foreign entities being treated as nationals. Nevertheless, we will concentrate in this report on the role of foreign investors. Foreign land grabbing 
can be even more critical to human rights concerns than land grabbing by domestic actors because of the legal and practical diffi culties faced by the territorial state in implementing its 
protect-obligation towards foreign actors. Moreover foreign land-grabbers normally lack a cultural relationship and corresponding responsibilities towards the affected communities. 
This can increase the harm to the local communities and their future generations with regards to cultural, social and economic rights.

Below are some examples of land grabbing from several countries: 

In a recent study on Ethiopia, Ghana, Madagascar and Mali, about two million hectares of land across the four countries are said to have been signed over to foreign interests, including a 
100,000 ha irrigation project in Mali and a 450,000 ha plantation for agro-fuel in Madagascar. In 2009, the government of Ethiopia marked out 1.6 million hectares of land, extendable to 2.7 
million hectares, forinvestors willing to develop commercial farms.

To guarantee the food security of their own populations, a number of 
food importing nations have started to purchase or lease land in de-
veloping countries, to actually outsource their own food production. 
Apart from the Gulf States, China, Korea, India, Japan, Libya and 
Egypt appear among the major investors looking for fertile and wa-
ter abundant farmland. In the case of southern Brazil, the indigenous 
Guarani are said to suffer high rates of suicide, malnutrition, unfair 
imprisonment and alcoholism, and are regularly targeted and killed by 
gunmen hired by the ranchers who have taken over their land.

The Emirate of Qatar is said to have only about 1% of its land suitable 
for farming and has leased 40,000 ha in Kenya for crop production, 
while recently acquiring holdings in Vietnam and Cambodia for rice 
production, and in Sudan for oils,  wheat and corn production. The 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) on the other hand, imports 85% of its 
food requirements, and has recently purchased 324,000 ha of, farm-
land in Pakistan. Similarly, Saudi Arabia and China are also said to 
have shown interest in leasing large tracts of land in Pakistan.

Countries such as China, Japan and South Korea are also said to be 
seeking to acquire land as part of their long-term strategy for food 
security. In the case of China that aims to increase its rice production 
from 100,000 tons to over 500,000 tons within a period of fi ve years, 
has looked abroad to other Asian and African countries and has so far 
purchased over 100,000 ha in Zimbabwe in 2008 and has invested 
about 800 million dollars in Mozambique in modernizing agriculture 
for export rice production. Similarly, Japan and South Korea have opt-
ed to rely on imports rather than self-suffi ciency to feed their people, 
with both countries sourcing about 60% of their food national food 
needs from abroad. In its latest land deals, South Korea is said to have 
acquired over one million hectares in Sudan, Mongolia, Indonesia and 
Argentina.

In what the Oakland Institute refers to as the second largest farmland 
deal to date and which was fi nalized in mid 2008 but was not reported 
in the media until early 2009, a U.S. investor signed a lease of 4,000 
km2 with a Sudanese warlord from Southern Sudan.

Furthermore, substantial land investments for agro-fuel production 
have been reported in Ghana, Senegal, Mozambique, Guatemala and 
Brazil, resulting in massive displacement of numerous smallholder 
farmers in the process. In Ghana for example, over twenty companies 
from various countries are said to be acquiring land there to cultivate 
non-food crops and other crops for the production of ethanol and bio-
diesel, mostly for export.

-Excerpted from The Dynamics Of Land Deals In The Tana Delta, 
a paper presented by Abdirizak Arale Nunow of the Moi University 
School of Environmental Studies.

We shall use the above defi nition in looking at the land 
grabbing phenomenon in Tana River County.
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Large tracts of land within the Tana Delta have been set aside for large industrial scale farming and for 
mining by government and private agencies, as well as by foreign governments. In addition, settlement 
schemes have taken up some of the most important dry season pastures within the Tana delta and 
communities from outside the pastoral areas were settled there to undertake crop farming. The delta is 
therefore under unprecedented threat as corporations and foreign agencies scramble to exploit its riches 
for export crops, bio-fuels and minerals. While the delta provides immense environmental services to the 
country, developments that do not take the special circumstances of the delta into consideration may lead 
to the collapse of most of its services.

Among the prominent land deals in the delta are the plans by the Tana Athi River Development Authority, 
TARDA, (a government agency), and the largest sugar company in Kenya, the Mumias Sugar Company, 
to convert about 40,000 ha of the delta into a monoculture sugar cane plantation. The Kenya Government 
has already given tenure rights and ownership of the 40,000 ha of delta land to TARDA, ostensibly to 
grow rice and maize as a response to Kenya’s recent droughts and food shortage. Unfortunately, more 
than 25,000 people living in 30 villages will be evicted from their ancestral land that has now been given 
to TARDA.

The land leased by Canadian-headquartered Bedford Biofuels – totaling 160,000 hectares of semi-arid 
bush peppered with homesteads – lies across six ranches in Tana River County in Kenya. The ranches, the 
title deeds of which are held collectively by groups of locals, cover the area near the Tana River, as well 
as that close to the rich ecosystem of the Tana Delta. It has a45-year lease agreement, to grow jatropha 
curcas. Since its inception in 2008, the Bedford Biofuels project has also been the focus of dispute, 
pitting environmental groups against the company, while dragging community members and local and 
national authorities into the fray. To make matters worse, like a number of other biofuels projects across 
the continent, Bedford’s efforts in Tana River have collapsed – with the company fi ling for bankruptcy in 
2013.The story of the company’s failure is long and complicated. It involves several years of bureaucratic 
obstacles, a sustained campaign against the project by civil society groups and a funding collapse.

 Are the  Controversial Land Deals Contributing to Confl ict in 
Tana River?

November  2014        

Even from a strict econometric cost/benefi t analysis, 
it is unclear what is the long term utility of biofuels, 
especially against the backdrop of tackling endemic 
food insecurity.Calestous Juma, Professor of the 
Practice of International Development at Harvard 
and author of The New Harvest: Agricultural 
innovation in Africa, is dubious. “Feeding the 
rapidly growing African cities is emerging as a 
major challenge. Converting such land to biofuel 
production would raise political concerns, even 
if the actual impact would be minimal,” he says. 
“In the long run I would argue the impact will be 
negligible because many of the biofuels initiatives 
are unlikely to get off the ground or will be 
smothered by economic realities.”

Four years ago, Mumias Sugar was granted a 
licence to turn a wetland in the area into sugarcane 
plantations for production of sugar and eco-
friendly biofuels.Tiomin Kenya Ltd, a company 
incorporated in Canada, to mine titanium in the 
delta; another sugar company, Mat International, 
to acquire 120,000 ha of land in Tana delta and 
adjacent districts, and Qatar intends to lease 
from the Kenya government about 40,000 ha of 
land in delta to grow food crops, in exchange for 
supporting a major new port in nearby Lamu town.
 
Lack of access to land is a major determinant 
of poverty, as more than 80% of the population 
depends on agriculture for their livelihoods and 
growing inequality in land ownership as well as 
smallholdings contributes to high levels of poverty.
From the 20% of the land that is suitable for 
cultivation, only 12% is classifi ed as high potential 
(adequate rainfall) agricultural land and 8% is 
medium potential land. The rest of the land is either 
arid or semi-arid, and only suitable for extensive 
livestock production or partly for irrigation.

Nearly all the land in Tana River and Tana Delta 
districts is trust land and an overwhelming majority 
of the settlers do not have titles to their ancestral 
lands.

They are considered as „squatters‟ by the authorities 
although they may have lived on the same place 
for generations. This legal situation makes them 
vulnerable to land grabs by powerful persons or 
institutions that use the district administration and 
the Ministry of lands offi cials to acquire title deeds 
for lands occupied and/or tilled by others. It is 
common to fi nd an individual or a fi rm with a title 
deed for large tracts of land in the delta that they 
may never have seen at all.

The Tana delta is fragile, dynamic and extremely 
rich and important wetland system that requires 
careful planning in its utilization. The delta 
is currently under unprecedented threat as 
government, corporations and foreign agencies 
scramble to exploit its riches for export crops, 
bio-fuels and minerals. While the delta provides 
immense environmental services to the country, 
developments that do not take the special 
circumstances of the delta into consideration 
may lead to the collapse of these services and 
the destruction of livelihood sources for host 
communities that depended on these resources for 
generations.

Large tracts of land within the Tana delta and the 
Continued on page 7

Dr. Abdirizak Arale Nunow: one of the leading Kenyan experts to study the Tana River confl ict.
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adjacent districts, have been set aside for large 
industrial scale farming, bio-fuel production and for 
mining. In addition, settlement schemes have taken 
up some of the most important dry season pastures 
within the Tana delta and communities from outside 
the pastoral areas were settled there to undertake 
crop farming. The resource tenure implications 
of all these dynamics are such that individual/
private ownership of land is increasingly replacing 
the communal ownership of land and land-based 
resources. Increasing alienation of communal 
lands in the delta will result in the development of 
private ownership of the land, which was hitherto 
communal in ownership and use.

Tiomin Mining

Tiomin Kenya Ltd, a company that was originally 
incorporated in Canada but whose local subsidiary 
has now been bought by the Chinese, has proposed 
the extraction of Titanium from the sand dunes 
of the Tana delta. The Tiomin Company is based 
in south coast in the districts of Kwale and 
Msambweni. The Tana delta has been identifi ed to 
hold huge Titanium deposits that could augment the 
company‟s production in Kwale district. Although 
the actual size of the delta land that would be 
involved is not yet known (but expected to be 
more than 20,000 ha), the company is said to be in 
discussions with the local government offi cials at 
the delta (Tana River County Council) and the deal 
is yet to be sealed.

From the outset however, it is clear that the 
negotiations for this land for mining is in breach of 
the country‟s laws. For instance, there has been no 
participation of the local community in the process, 
yet the Mining Act as well as the Environmental 
Management and Coordination Act require public 
participation in decision making on issues such as 
this.

TARDA-Mumias Partnership

Another prominent land grab in the delta is that 
of a public private joint venture between the Tana 
Athi River Development Authority (TARDA - a 
governmentmagency), and the Mumias Sugar 
Company, to convert about 40,000 ha of themdelta 
into a monoculture sugar cane plantation for 
agrofuels. The Kenya Government has already 
given tenure rights and ownership of the land to 
TARDA, ostensibly to grow rice and maize as a 
response to Kenya’s recent drought and food 
shortage. Unfortunately, more than 25,000 people 
living in 30 villages stand to be evicted from 
their ancestral land that has now been given to 
TARDA. A local conservation lobby challenged 
the government decision in the High Court in their 
effort to halt the project. Unfortunately, the High 
Court ruled in favour of the project on a technicality 
and the local lobby was asked to bear the entire cost 
of the suit. With tenure rights and ownership of the 
over 40,000 ha, TARDA has now commenced the 
fencing of their land using electric fence, which is 
likely to claim lives of innocent Orma pastoralists 
and/or their livestock and those of the adjacent 
Pokomo farmers.

Besides the 40,000 ha now under its ownership, 
TARDA already owned a large part of the Tana 
River delta, estimated between 130,000 and 
200,000 hectares of high-potential wetland where 
a rice project had been initiated in the 1990s, which 
later collapsed. Farmers and pastoralists are now 
partly using this land, but now planned for the 
sugar project. TARDA is supposed to provide the 
land and Mumias Sugar Company Ltd would run 
the plantation and the sugar factory.

The allocated land is basically trust land and 
any alteration to the land tenure ought to be in 
consultation with the affected communities. Instead 

maize. When he clears the rest of the land and 
fences it off, more delta land will be lost and the 
Orma and Wardei pastoralists will be put under 
more pressure to search for pasture from outside 
the delta.

Besides the various private interests by the 
companies and government institutions mentioned 
in the foregoing paragraphs, some foreign 
governments have also been part of the land-
grabbing spree taking place in the Tana delta.
In 2009, the announcement that Kenya would lease 
for a period of 80 years, part of the Tana delta to 
another country to farm in the delta and export the 
produce to its people, raised national outrage but 
did not succeed to stop the transaction.

Land for Emirate of Qatar

Following a three day offi cial visit of Kenya‟s 
president in November 2008 to the Gulf emirate 
of Qatar, it came to be known that Kenya would 
receive a US$ 3.5 billion loan to build a second 
deep water port, and provide in exchange 40,000 
ha of land to Qatar to grow food. However, since 
this was brought to the public domain by Kenyan 
media in December 2008, nothing more has been 
heard of this deal. Regarding the land deal between 
Kenya and Qatar, a Kenyan local daily attempted to 
contextualize the on-going rush for the Tana River 
delta land and argued that „The reported land deal 
between Kenya and Qatar is not unique.

Global trends point to resource-hungry nations 
snapping up huge tracts of agricultural land, mostly 
in poor Asian and African nations in what activists 
say is a ‘land grab’ that will worsen poverty 
levels‟4. In this acquisition, it was explained 
that the indigenous peoples would be relocated, 
because they were few and barely utilized the land. 
This contention tends to ignore the extensive use 
of the pastures by nomadic pastoralists who utilize 
the varied ecosystem in different times of the year.

If this deal between Kenya government and the 
emirate of Qatar succeeds, 40,000 hectares of 
this fertile land will be leased to the emirates of 
Qatar for an 80-year period to provide horticultural 
produce for the Qataris. Although the exact location 
of the proposed plantation is not yet known, the 
local communities point out the only possible 
location could be somewhere in the middle part 
of the delta. Given that Kenya is a food defi cit 
country with perpetual dependence on relief food 
distribution for a signifi cant part of its population, 
it came as a big shocker to many Kenyans that the 
government could „sell away‟ its land when over 
10 million Kenyans faced starvation following the 
2009 and the 2011 droughts. At any given time, 

of consulting the affected communities, the county 
council of Tana River merely informed them when 
the land was being leased out. 

It has been argued that the social and economic 
costs of the sugar project far outweigh its expected 
benefi ts. A local Kenyan daily captured these 
concerns and raised the concern that: “Barely 
a month after it was approved by the National 
Environmental Management Authority, the Tana 
Integrated Sugar Project at Kenya’s Coast has 
come under fresh attack by environmentalists and 
local leaders, who say its environmental and social 
costs at $59 million far outweigh its projected 
benefi ts of $19 million”

Mat International

Another sugar company, Mat International, is in 
the process of acquiring 120,000 ha of land, 30,000 
ha of which are within the delta and the rest from 
the adjacent districts. The company is said to be 
undertaking the mandatory environmental and 
social impact assessment, and it is yet to be seen 
if the project will receive the requisite approval 
by NEMA (National Environment Management 
Authority). Interestingly, the local communities 
appear to be more receptive to the Mat International 
compared to the TARDA-Mumias venture because 
the former is said to have planned to give more 
than 50% of the land to the locals for use as 
outgrowers, while the latter will undertake the 
production themselves, providing for a paltry 
4,000 ha that would be set aside for the locals to 
use as outgrowers.

G4 Industries

A more recent arrival on the land alienation scene 
in the delta is the G4 industries, a new British 
company registered in England in 2008 that 
proposes to acquire about 50,000 ha of the delta to 
undertake oil seed farming. The company is said to 
have already prepared the statutory environmental 
and social impact assessment and has received 
signifi cant feedback comments from the local 
communities and conservation organizations 
working in the area. Whether it will fi nally receive 
approval is yet to be known, but is most likely.

Galole Horticulture Project

Galole Horticulture Project, belonging to a Kenyan 
from Eastern province, has alienated 5000 ha of 
delta land. The County Council pretends not to be 
aware of this deal and denies allocating any land 
to this individual. There is no offi cial record of 
the land being transferred, but the grabbed land is 
already under use by the project developer who has 
cleared about 5% of the land so far and planted 

Continued on page 8
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it is estimated that about 30% of Kenyans (about 
13 million Kenyans) are faced with acute food 
shortage for most part of the year.

A Kenyan media pointed out thus, “The current 
dispute over the alienation of more than 100,000 
acres of prime land in the Tana delta is just one 
example of the presidential opaqueness that 
continues to cost Kenya dearly. The issue here is 
not legal, but economic, political and moral”.

The net effect of all these alienations of community 
land would be the displacement of tens of 
thousands of people, mainly the Pokomo farmers 
who are smallholders growing subsistence crops 
such as maize, cassava, beans, vegetables and 
mangos. The Orma and the Wardei pastoralists 
and the agro-pastoralists among them would also 
suffer immensely as the delta has been used as the 
grazing land for their cattle for several generations. 
The new projects would use irrigation that is likely 
to cause severe drainage of the delta, leaving local 
pastoralists and farmers without water for their 
livestock during dry seasons.

The projects could block access to the river.

Private ranches

There are several private ranches, the most 
prominent of which is an 80,000-acre ranch, the 
Nyangoro ranch that was curved off by some Orma 
elites so that they could keep their animals there and 
protect the pastures therein from encroachment. 
They are yet to be given documents of ownership 
but everyone knows the land as their ranch. There 
are also several other private ranches – often 
ranging between 35,000 acres and 150,000 acres. 
Most of these are owned by members of the Orma 
community who live in urban areas of Nairobi, 
Mombasa and (possibly even) outside the country, 
and others by Pokomo elites.

A striking feature of almost all the private ranches 
is that they are not fenced and access by the 
pastoralists for grazing their livestock is usually 
less controlled than it would have been had they 
been enclosed.

The restriction on the grazing resources posed by the 
continued grabbing of their ancestral land has led 
the Orma pastoralists in the delta, with the support 
of their elites, to organize themselves into groups 
and curve out for themselves group ranches so that 
they may „save‟ some land for their livestock in 
the process. In that regard, I was able to identify 
seven (7) ranches including Idassa Godana, Giritu, 
Hagadandi, Kibusu, Kitengela, Wachu Oda and 
Kone Dertu. There are also individual Orma elites 
who have appropriated some private ranches for 
themselves as part of the protection mechanism 
being adapted by the Orma community in the face 
of the increasing pressures on their land.

The impact of ‘land grab’ on the local 
communities

The various land deals discussed earlier in this 
paper have had signifi cant and far reaching 
impacts on the livelihood strategies and social 
support mechanisms of the Orma pastoralists and 
the Pokomo small scale farmers in Tana delta, with 
the overarching impact being the restriction of 
access to key land-based resources. The responses 
by the local Orma community and their allies, 
mainly conservation organizations, have been 
diverse, including demonstrations and seeking the 
intervention of the judicial courts to stop some of 
the most serious land grabs in the area. Following 
the granting of a license to Mumias and TARDA 
for turning the delta wetland into a monoculture of 
sugarcane, the Orma community with the support 
of a conservation lobby group petitioned to the 

High Court, praying for the halting or even reversal 
of the decision. However, Kenya‟s High Court 
ruled in favour of the project developers (with 
costs) on a technicality, in 2009. Unable to receive 
any hearing from their own government, the Orma 
pastoralists decided to be pro-active by „grabbing‟ 
their own grazing corridors that were left between 
the settlement schemes, as a safeguard measure 
against the encroachment and grabbing of the same 
by foreigners (from outside the community).

Some of the immediate impacts of the land deals 
in Tana delta on the local communities include the 
following:

Low educational levels of the communities living 
in the Tana delta is an indication that the uptake 
of ideas about the proposed project might prove 
to be a challenge to the indigenous people since it 
has been established that literacy levels dictate the 
uptake of any innovation of intervention;

The community is afraid that more children will 
drop out of school and get into child labour and 
other vices due to introduction of money economy 
that would be instituted through plantation farming 
that would require human labour.

The Tana delta offers dry season grazing relief 
to the pastoralist, and this would be diffi cult to 
attain since the sugarcane, bio-fuel and mining 
projects would be purely plantation based and 
highly capital-intensive. The traditional ancestral 
pastures/grazing land would be taken over by 
these projects. The grazing lands are a source of 
cultural heritage to the indigenous people and there 
is real danger of losing the cultural identity by the 
community;
Low food production complemented by high 
poverty levels of the populations in the delta 
could push people to stop producing subsistence 
crops in favour of cash crops. The resultant effect 
could be greater dependence on food relief from 
government and humanitarian agencies should the 
price of bought food increase to prohibitive levels 
in the future.

The indigenous communities would lose their 
rights of access to land and food resources as the 
new land owners discussed earlier would have 
exclusive rights to the land in the delta including 
the areas bordering the riverbanks.

Thus, the new projects would adversely affect the 
livelihood systems of the indigenous communities 
and thus expose them to losses of property, cultural 
identity and heritage. It is also evident that the 
proponents of the projects have engaged in limited 
fashion with indigenous communities and what 
they feel or say about the projects.

The rhetoric of the investors and states that attempt 
to justify land grabbing often mention the issues 
of job creation, infrastructural development and 
economic improvement. However, the reality on 
the ground does not seem to support this contention. 
The reality facing the people is as follows: No jobs, 
because the industrial farming only requires a small 
number of workers. The wages are very low and 
the employment is seasonal and often precarious; 
no new schools worth mentioning and equally no 
provision of health facilities as promised.

Infrastructure is not for local needs but usually for 
export purposes –including ports, highways and 
international airports.

The projects lead to loss of access to lands, water 
and fi shing grounds.

The damages provoked by large monoculture 
projects in the developing countries are not 
limited to the destruction of local livelihoods. The 

inevitable consequences of these capital-intensive 
investments are the imposed and often violent 
change of the traditions and ways of life of the 
concerned local, communities, irrespective of the 
country in question.

The land grab phenomenon has been linked to 
the violence  rocking the Tana River County  
intermittently.

The bloodletting in Tana Delta may be linked to 
scramble for fertile soils by multi-nationals besides 
animosity between local communities.Local leaders 
and residents now blame the sporadic violence on 
external forces out to drive the communities out of 
the area and take their land. At an inter-community 
peace building and confl ict transformatio meeting 
held in early 2013, leaders from Orma, Wardei and 
Pokomo communities alleged that the violence was 
not a fi ght between farmers and pastoralists.Former 
Ambassador Hussein Dado, who eventually was 
elected the fi rst Governor of Tana River County 
charged during that meeting that the attacks were 
the work of outsiders who did not mean well for 
the locals.
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