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THEME 3
This paper will focus on theme three “Factors that enable or abstract indigenous people’s participation in decision making in relation to forests”.

History and Background

Mukogodo forest in Laikipia North district is one of the major indigenous forests in eastern Africa and has been used by most of the world’s researchers for case studies. The most unique thing about the forest is that it is solely managed by the Yiaku community, one of the marginalized people in the country of Kenya. Contrary to the Mau Forest Complex which has heightened political temperatures in the country due to massive destruction, and as the controversial evictions continue, in Mukogodo forest things are different altogether. 

Mukogodo forest is one of the largest Indigenous forests in Eastern Africa which is protected by the community with minimum government involvement.  Covering a total 0f 74,000 acres, the forest was initially the home for Yiaku speaking minority group, a Cushitic community.  The Yiaku way of life is hunting and gathering and the forest provides for their livelihood.  It is estimated that this community have lived in Mukogodo forest for over 4,000 years.  However, due to infiltration by the neighbouring Maasai and Samburu communities who are pastoralists, the Yiaku people have adapted to keeping livestock thereby nearing assimilation.  At the same time this community is estimated to have slightly over 4,000 people according to a census undertaken by UNESCO a few years ago.  Since the Yiaku dwell in the forest, they have taken the responsibility of protecting it as their own home. 

The infiltration of the pastoralist communities and their animals did not result in destroying the highly expansive indigenous forest.  Taboos were set to oversee that nobody ever dared to go against the set rules of conserving this heritage.  Furthermore, the three communities had set out sacred sites where sacrifices and traditional rituals could be conducted in the forest to fully make it a sacred site. 

According to historians, the Maasai community was the first to be pushed by the colonial government in mid 1930s as they settled in the Laikipia plateau.  By then the forest was known as Dorobo Reserve a name that was being used to refer to the Yiaku community. The Maasai pronounced it as iltorobo meaning poor people who did not have animals. After the Maasai settled in the forest they decided to follow suit in the conservation of the forest, furthermore it supported their pastoral way of life in providing grazing grounds. 

The two communities became one and in order for them to run the forest they had to develop suitable governing structures for their survival. They set up grazing grounds where they could drive their animals during dry seasons with enough supply of water as well as plains where their herd could graze during the wet seasons. The forest continues to be a no-go zone during the wet seasons and even during the drought a council of elders sits and decide where and when the animals should be grazed in the forest. Two major rivers and four springs from the forest are a reliable source of water for residents and their livestock. 

According to Mr. John Legei an elder, the strict rules have helped in the conservation of the forest. These rules were set for their own good and since the time of their fore fathers, they have been followed as no member of the community would dare break them. The 65 year old man says there were very strong taboos for those who dared go against the rules. 

Apart from grazing in the forest, it is also a source of firewood, herbs, honey and natural dyes but only for home use. Despite the high number of piles of rotting logs scattered all over the forest which could mean quick business for charcoal burners, locals would entertain such ideas, otherwise they would meet the wrath of the council of elders’ court. 

In every forest in Kenya it is normal for the government to deploy foresters and forest guards to protect and take care of these forests. In Mukogodo this is different. To the amazement of many only one forester covers it with the help of several scouts from the community whose work is mainly to assist during times of natural disasters. 

Here they do not have the problem of illegal loggers or charcoal burners and manning the forest becomes an easy task for the government, according to a senior deputy director with the Kenya Forest Service (KFS) Mr Emilio Mugo. 

Mr. Mugo also notes that the forest is exceptional on how the community has managed to keep its natural status and was even being used as a case study in this region for other countries to learn from and urges people to visit it and see for themselves.  Mr. Mugo even wonders how the forest had managed to retain many pure stands of the much sought after sandalwood, for the illegal loggers there is a lucrative price in the black market estimated to be over Ksh400 per kilogram. The sandalwood’s back is used by the local community in making herbal tea.

Elders are trying to bring back the few remaining Yiaku speaking people under the umbrella of Yiaku Peoples Association. Locals are now coming up with a forest management plan as passed by the Forest Act 2007 which will be worked out in collaboration with the government. Plans to build lodges in the forest where Eco-tourism can be practiced are underway where local and international tourists can visit this natural resource. The forest boasts a rich biodiversity in terms of flora and fauna being home to 210 species of bird, 35 big mammals and 12 small mammals. For those who are fond of watching butterflies, Mukogodo forest is the place to be as there are over 100 species which crowns the forest with different colours. 

Mzee George Rambei, the chairman of four community group ranches, Lekuruki, Il Ngwesi, Kurikuri and Makurian is a witness to this. He says that community involvement in Eco-tourism project has enabled construction of two community lodges for tourists which are in operation and others are on the way.  Women are also benefitting from sale of bead works which they sell to tourist during their visit to the lodges. 

As the Mau forest issue controversy continues after massive destruction of one of the largest water towers in the country, residents of Mukogodo are now earning from their sacrifices and the urge to continue protecting their “God given” natural resource that is Mukogodo forest is still high. 

Kaya forest in Kenyan coast

The Mijikenda Sacred Kaya forests are an outstanding and unique African example of how the collective attitudes and beliefs of a rural society have shaped or sculpted a landscape over time in response to prevailing needs. They contain the traces of historic fortified settlements of the Mijikenda ancestors which serve as a focus of cultural and ritual activities continuing on the sites today. In a unique way, the intangible aspects of Mijikenda heritage are supported by physical cultural features of the Kayas including paths, gate sites, burial grounds, settlement sites, ritual grounds etc representing the material embodiment of their world view and traditional belief systems.

Since the abandonment as places of settlement and refuge, the Kaya forest landscapes have been transferred from the domestic, practical, material realm of significance to the spiritual sphere of Mijikenda life. As an essential part of this process certain traditional restrictions were placed on access, and the utilization of natural forest resources. The result is that the Kayas have been preserved and their biodiversity sustained. However, the cultural and spiritual beliefs and associations are critical to the character of the forested sites.  In the African context, the intangible or psychic dimensions are as important as the material, physical and natural, all the elements being essential and mutually reinforcing. The Kayas provide focal points for Mijikenda cultural and spiritual values and practices, and basic identity.  As a collection of sites spread over a large area, they are associated with beliefs of local and national significance, and possibly regional importance.

Kaya Giriama, also called Kaya Fungo is the primary Kaya of the Giriama people.  It is located in the deep hinterland on the high coastal plain sometimes referred to as the Nyika Plateau. The relief is flat to gently undulating between 150-300M with soils derived from siltstone, shale and feldsparic sandstones. The area is semi-arid and characterized by thorny woodland / bush land and grassland with lowland dry forest sometimes occurring on low hills. Poor and unreliable rainfall and poor soils have resulted in low population density (50 per sq KM) and the livestock rearing as the main economic activity. In the rural areas around Kaya Giriama are scattered homesteads with patchy maize crops, as well as earth dams to take advantage of the limited rain. The local villages are called Gandini, Nzoweni and Kwa Choloto. Due to its sacred status, Kaya Giriama is one of the few relatively undisturbed areas of vegetation. It is an area of Brachystegia, Afzelia, Julbernardia, terminalia woodland and Diospyros wooded grassland.

MUKOGODO FOREST

Indigenous peoples of Mukogodo have participated in various ways in the decision making process of their forest. Through the Forest Act in Kenya of 2007 a management plan by the community has been formed on how to run different eco-tourism projects to benefit the community in the forest.

Governance 

The Yiaku community has enhanced the forest, which is under restrictive measures like taboos which the community believes that if one goes against these taboos, a bad omen would befall them as the practice amongst the Kaya people. Grazing in the forest is also controlled. Grazing zones or fields have been identified and pastoralists only graze during extreme climatic conditions, such as when it is very dry.

Accountability and integrity 

The government has minimum interference or control over the indigenous forests where the local community has established forest management plans. Local community elects leaders of good reputation and high integrity to see that the management programs are adhered to. Regular meetings are held where community members make formidable decisions aimed at ensuring conservation of the natural resource.

Obstacles 
Illiteracy is the major problem that has hindered communication among the Yiaku community. However this has been substituted with traditional knowledge on conservation which has been passed through generations. Though minimal cases of illegal logging from outsiders have been witnessed, the community has come up with an idea of training scouts who work with one forest officer from the Government. After the formation of the Mukogodo forest plan there has been some difficulty in running some of the proposed eco lodges in the forest.  This is due to lack of funds and technical support to aid the initiatives.

Persistent barriers

The Yiaku community has been integrated with the Maasai and the Samburu communities and their livelihoods have been changing gradually. The indigenous community whose way of life was hunting and gathering in the Mukogodo forest and Laikipia plateau has now changed to rearing cattle. One major and persistent barrier is this integration has been where other communities have claimed part of the forest which hinders the Yiaku people from fully practicing their customary laws.

At the same time, the government co-management of the forests in Kenya through the Forest Management Act of 2007 have resulted in some of the traditions like hunting abolished because the Kenya Wildlife Service deems it illegal to hunt. However some of these barriers have their benefits especially the issue of hunting has been substituted with tourism where instead of killing the animals for meat the community can use them as tourist attraction and attract revenue.

Donor Community

Though short term, several donors have in the past been working with the local communities in conservation and educating them on issues affecting their day to day life. The donor community also assisted in the formulation of the forest management Act which is being considered in implementing several projects. However the short term basis of donors that are working in the region have left the communities stranded since the projects are not often in a position to sustain themselves.

The private sector has totally been absent from the whole issue. Having little or no interest in the people in the interior rural areas, this sector has literally not been involved in any way with people’s livelihood in the Mukogodo forest.

However in Mau forest which became an international concern and with all the focus being directed there, the private sector was visible in making sure they participated in aiding the reforestation of what is a renowned water tower complex in Kenya and Tanzania.
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