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1. Introduction

This booklet contains extracts from personal interviews gathered from several
different pastoralist communities who have undergone resettlement.  They
show how great can be the loss of a way of life, occasioned by a situation not
of their making. They illustrate how this experience can break up family and
community relations, and render people not only homeless but destitute,
having lost their identity, production base, cultural structures and institutions,
and sense of belonging.  The interviews were gathered so that the narrators
could tell the wider world of their experiences, in their own words.  And
although they are individual stories from a small group of men and women,
they capture the experience of many pastoralists across the Greater Horn of
Africa region.

The narrators
The Boran, Gabra and the Orma share a common ancestry and language,
with the Orma speakers having a slight dialectical difference. Both these
pastoralist groups are closely related to the Oromo of Ethiopia, but around
the 16th century the Boran and the Orma (along with the Rendille, also
pastoralists) began to move from southern Ethiopia into northern Kenya.  By
the 19th century they were firmly established in Kenya, competing for grazing
land with Somali pastoralists.  The Boran tended to concentrate in what is
now Kenya’s Eastern province, in Isiolo, Marsabit and Moyale, while the
Orma stayed in the Coast province, around the Tana River. Despite their
separate environments and the administrative boundaries that divide them,
the Boran and the Orma communities have intermarried and continue to live
and consider each other as brothers.

This collection of personal stories is drawn from interviews with 18 men and
women who have all experienced displacement, by a variety of causes. Some
are Boran who ran away from the dabba camps into which they were forced
by the Kenyan government for allegedly being supportive of the shifta.  Shifta
today is generally used to mean bandits or cattle thieves but during the 1960s
was a term given to Somalis who were opposing the Kenyan government.
The majority of Kenya’s pastoralists are of Somali origin, and in the 1960s,
after Kenya gained independence, they wanted to secede and join those
Somalis who wanted to form greater Somalia, encompassing north-eastern
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Kenya and eastern Ethiopia. This was the origin of the shifta war.  Some
Boran supported this cause, and in order to restrict and monitor them, the
Kenyan government confined many Boran in dabba camps (dabba literally
means “to stop”).

Other narrators were also victims of conflict.  For example, the narrators
include several Amhara refugees from Ethiopia who fled persecution during
the fall of Haile Selassie’s regime in 1974.

A significant number of these pastoralists have been displaced by development
initiatives.  Narrators describe being forced to move into the unknown, to
pave the way for wildlife conservation, mining and irrigation schemes. Hunger
and poverty, often occasioned by the loss of their animals and grazing lands,
has forced many to give up their way of life. Pastoralists in general are a
group who have been neglected by development, and have had to struggle
with inadequate infrastructure and poorly planned interventions. Lack of
understanding or positive action by governments has led many of the narrators
to become almost resigned to a life of desperation and frustration. The effects
of development have generally been negative because most interventions
were done without either consulting the pastoralists or after having weighed
up any benefits against disadvantages. One of the values of communicating
the experiences and opinions in these pages, characterised by loss and grief
but also by resourcefulness and adaptation, may be that this initiative informs
pastoralists and others who have to deal with the effects of resettlement.
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The Map

2. Reasons: why did narrators leave their homes and
countries?

The reasons behind their resettlement are as varied as the narrators but one
thing they have in common is that it was not their choice to move out of their
original homes. It was either because of forced eviction or a case of people
having to move due to insecurity, which drove many families into a desperate
search for secure homes away from war, raids by bandits or the torture of
being put into camps.  Some may have ended up liking their new lifestyles,
but none left their old ones voluntarily.
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What follows are quotes from different narrators telling us why they moved
from their original homes.

Kuno is an Orma pastoralist who was evicted from his land 22 years ago by
the government to make way for a game park.  His community were given
no prior notice of this eviction and there was no negotiation process.  They
tried to resist but in the face of brutal treatment by soldiers, they had no
choice but to move away. They ended up in an area with insufficient water
and pasture to sustain their large herds of livestock:
We moved because the government made us move. They moved us because
they said the land is for government and it has to be divided and we were
told some other people will occupy the area and we had to be moved. In
Kungu area we were told Kenya Wildlife Service would occupy [it] and in
Sabaki area a white man’s company is to occupy the area and we had to be
moved. Orma 1

Osman was originally from Waso but he explains that they fled the area
when he was young, due to problems caused by the government’s belief that
they were supporting the shiftas - Somalis who opposed the Kenyan
government.  They feared being forced into dabba camps or settlements
where people were kept to prevent them from going into the bush and fighting
the government.
I am originally from Waso (Isiolo). I was born there and when I was young
we ran away from there. That was in 1968, we ran away from there and
came to live here. There were a lot of problems then, and there was no way
we could overcome these problems. We were fearing the government and
we were fearing the shifta. There were also dabba camps, which brought a
lot of diseases. When we were faced by all these problems, we left our
animals and everything we had, and ran away from there. Boran 3

Getachew escaped from Ethiopia with his father when he was 18 years old.
They were fleeing the new Mengistu government after Haile Selassie was
overthrown.  They settled in Kenya at the Badassa Scheme for refugees,
where they still live.
We came from Ethiopia, ran away from Ethiopia and came here as refugees.
That year was the year 1976. I was by then 18 years old and it was the time
when the Haile Selassie government was overthrown, and at that time the
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government of Mengistu was what we feared - so we ran away from there
and settled here. Amhara 4

(

“We ran away from Ethiopia and came here as refugees.”
Getachew explains his reasons for leaving.

Hussein has experienced displacement twice, first because of the shifta war
against the government, when they were put into dabba, and then because of
the discovery of precious stones under their land.

I am among the people who were displaced from an area called Duse.
Duse is just near Garba-Tulla and it’s a grazing area… this problem of
displacement occurred twice. In 1966 during the shifta war, the government
said “dabba” and put us in camps at Garba-Tulla and later on we went
back there [to Duse]. After we returned, we stayed for a short time and the
land was good for camels, goats and other livestock.  [But] a stone called
Blue Sapphire was found there and the land was taken away from us [again]
by the government, and we returned to Garba-Tulla. Boran 5

Girr and his community were resettled in 1962 when their land was to be
used for wildlife conservation. He describes “the land of nine rivers” that he
says was taken away from them.



8
The land is no longer ours because the government displaced us to create
room for the wildlife. The place also had rivers where livestock had no
problems of water. The livestock have now perished and people are reduced
to destitution.

It was in 1962. When we were displaced from that land of Kinna of Bisan
Adi (white water) and Bisan Gurach (black water), of Galan Maro (River
Tana), of Galan Goa (the noisy river), of Galan Gofo (the empty river), of
Ka Daka Arka Dabu (arms like rocks), Ka Gojan water (the hunters),
Kuroftu Golo (the salty of Golo) and Malka Ioni (the riverrine of cow).
This is the land we lost, the land of nine rivers that was taken from us and
given to the wildlife and we the ignorant people got nothing, not even
compensation. We lost that land like that and moved towards Garba-Tulla,
which is dry and has no pasture and now we stay in Garba-Tulla. Boran 6

Unlike many of the narrators, Guyo’s family were not moved by force. They
moved because of the 1974 drought and subsequent loss of their livestock.
The Catholic mission and National council of churches of Kenya (NCCK)
When I found myself here, I was very young… my parents were nomadic
people and moved from one place to another with their animals in
Chalbi.  During the drought of 1974 they came here… The drought
finished all our livestock, and since they had nothing else to rely on for
their livelihood, they came to Marsabit. Gabra 7

Wario was resettled over 30 years ago because of an irrigation scheme for
cotton.  Following the death of his cattle he, like others, became a tenant
farmer on the scheme.  The cotton scheme eventually collapsed and he had
no alternative but to become a charcoal burner.
I’d been living in Ekashrini. The government forced us out claiming to
create…an irrigation scheme for cotton… It was…early morning when
they came with tractors and gave us some minutes to move, failure to do
which we would be finished. It was then that we left immediately for
Maddeerte. Orma 8

Elema was displaced in 1992 along with the rest of his community of about
2,000 to create way for irrigation schemes - what he calls “foreign farms”.
They were given no notice of this displacement and were provided with no
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alternative places to settle so they refused to move.  Eventually they were
forced out.
I have settled in Danisa since 1992 when I was moved from Gamba. It was
early one morning while people were milking their animals that we saw
some tractors were clearing the bushes next to us and continued clearing
towards our villages.  When we decided to ask them what was happening
[they told us] that we were going to move from that site.

We then decided to ask them where they were moving us to and why but
there were no positive reply. So we told them we were not shifting and left
them. In a few days time, some lorries full of soldiers were brought to clear
us from the area. They came very early in the morning and brought the
men together and beat us up, to evict us forcefully. Everything was in
disorder and people ran away for their safety. It was under such terrible
circumstances that I ended up in Danisa. Orma 9

Jarre was only a boy when they were forcefully evicted 18 years ago, to
make way for a ranch which he calls a “white man’s ranch”.
Before we used to live in Tarasatee but now we live in Assa. Those days I
was very young, but after asking I was told that it was over 18 years since
we left there. We were evicted from the place forcefully by the government.
Very early one-morning security personnel were deployed where we were,
without our knowledge, and we were moved. They surrounded the manyattas
(villages) and beat up people, then we moved away. None of them told us
where to move. We had nothing to do, but we just moved to Assa. Orma 10

Amina and her family were displaced by an irrigation scheme.  They have
settled and taken up town life. She believes they have found a home in
Bura.
We used to live at a place known as Wadesa. The government established
the place for irrigation schemes and we were ordered to move. No notice
was given. We were just instructed to leave the land for an irrigation scheme,
then we moved - and those who tried to refuse moving…were moved
unwillingly. Bura is a town and now we have adopted a town life. When we
started migrating, our cattle died on the way.  The few that remained were
sold and we decided to live in the town. My father made a shop and we
never moved again.  Orma 11
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This narrator is Roba, a victim of the Tana and Athi Rivers Development
Authority’s (TARDA) rice irrigation scheme at Gamba, which has displaced
many pastoralists.
I shifted from Gamba in 1992. I was born and brought up in Gamba and
have been living in Gamba from time immemorial.  As we continued to
stay comfortably without any disturbance and interactions with outsiders,
we started seeing small vehicles running up and down taking some
measurements and surveys in our grasslands.  And when we asked our
local chief, we were told…they were doing surveys for a rice scheme that
was to be established in the region.  We just kept quiet and continued with
our stay.  After some time we saw some big machines, tractors clearing
bushes in our grazing plains.  We decided to ask as a group why they were
destroying our grazing land only to be told that we were also supposed to
move elsewhere to give way for the rice irrigation scheme.  We felt they
were just joking and we continued staying.  After a period of one month or
so they officially came to our home and asked us to move from the site.
They…gathered all the men in the village together and started beating us.
Some men were beaten and chased away individually.  Like me - I was
beaten terribly and my houses burnt down.  My children ran away and
wives started collecting their items and running.  Some of my boys opened
the calves’ huts so that calves could meet their mother cows and hurriedly
move.  So we moved under such forced conditions.  Some people just got
hold of their children and moved away without caring about their animals.
Orma 12
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A partially harvested rice field; part of the irrigation scheme run
and managed by TARDA.  The scheme is at the heart of what were

the dry season grazing lands of the Tana River pastoralists and
resulted in many being displaced

Abashora was resettled in 1982 when his pastoralist group’s land was taken
over for farming.
Before settling in Bisqddera I was a herdsman who moves here and there…
One morning at Nannighi(watering point) a trench was dug, so we were
very surprised about the trench and we asked about it and we got the
message that the government was making the plan to take that particular
land and make a farm. The trench was to be used to drive water from the
river to the farms. In that process we told those people the trench should
be away from the village and we told the headman  and the trench
diggers.Some people among us started igniting chaos to regain their land.
In doing that, vehicles full of soldiers were brought. These soldiers burnt
houses, raped some women and did all kinds of harassment.  They chased
us and we could do nothing but run away, we were forced to run from
where we used to stay and settle at Sabukiye. Orma 13
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Shawaye is an Ethiopian refugee who fled the country as a result of the
conflict occasioned by the overthrow of the Haile Selassie regime.
…My husband was arrested… there were many people who were arrested
and tortured. He escaped from jail and came to us at night and there were
many groups [supportive] of Haile Selassie. We called each other and ran
away…so all the Haile Selassie’s people went out, they ran away and after
they ran, they were followed and attacked, followed and attacked….
Amhara 14

Wayam is a victim of the government system of putting certain people into
dabba camps, where they lost all their animals.
It all came as a result of the government mistaking us for shiftas and taking
our animals away. We tried even for two weeks to follow them up but we
could not repossess them.  The calves were crying to us; our gourds that
we had prepared, hoping to milk our cows that evening, stayed dry all that
time.  That was when we got the message that the animals have been taken
by the government.  My son was asking us how we could just let our animals
go away like that, but we said we could not fight with the government but
just wait for their actions.  We waited and waited.  We could just hear the
cries of the cows and their calves but there was nothing we could do.  We
stayed, hoping, but when the calves all died and we saw no hope, we took
our children and came to Marsabit. Gabra 15

Iyalo was a victim of cattle raiders, whom she referred to as shiftas. They
took away almost all their animals, so she had to escape with the remaining
livestock to a safer place.
I was originally from Waso (Isiolo). The shiftas…attacked us, cleared all
our livestock… We had about 400 goats and a few cows. We were left with
about 10 cows, with which we managed to escape, so we carried the few
belongings that we had and moved to Chalbi… Gabra 16

This narrator from Ethiopia migrated first to Maikona due to poverty.
I came from Dirre in Ethiopia about 20 years ago. Poverty was the reason
that made me move. My husband also got employment here on a farm…but
when we were settled on Manyatta Jillo scheme, he left the job and
concentrated on farming for the family. Boran 18
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Poverty too forced this narrator and her family to seek refuge on the Gabra
settlement scheme 30 years ago. This settlement scheme was mainly for the
Gabra community from the Chalbi Desert, who lost their livestock to drought
and had no other form of livelihood.  Jillo is a former pastoralist who lost
livestock to raiders and drought.
I came from Merti, a place called Siribthe. Yes, about 30 years ago we
moved from there due to raids.  There were a lot of raids where people
from other tribes came to steal livestock and in the process even killed
others. We lost our stock to these raiders who frequented our villages and
we did not have any source of livelihood so we came to Marsabit…. We
were several of us, who had been made destitute, so our names were written
down and a list of those who had no animals thus [no] means of livelihood
were taken to a missionary who settled us at the scheme.  Boran 17

Thus it is clear that reasons for resettlement vary considerably.  They include
displacement by governments for development schemes, poverty, famine,
war, and the need to escape dabba camps and attacks by either shifta or
cattle raiders.
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3. Journeys: the long road to starting over again

Many narrators give harrowing accounts of the disorientation and confusion
of moving from their homes to a new destination. The Orma of Tana River
were mostly displaced in a random way, by the creation of national parks,
and irrigation schemes in Hola, Bura and Gamba

The people resettled in Marsabit were victims of war in neighbouring Ethiopia
as well as being from the poverty-stricken communities in the district.  Among
the latter group were many Gabra people. Although considered part of the
Boran group because of language, the Gabra have a distinct culture of their
own. They mainly kept camels and goats, unlike the Boran who concentrated
on cattle.

The Boran who left other areas, such as Isiolo, during the shifta conflict also
settled at the Gabra scheme. The Isiolo testimonies also cover displacement
by mining, and as a result of dabba camp and wildlife conservation
interventions.

For the Marsabit narrators, mainly Boran, Gabra and the refugees from
Ethiopia, despite having to make the difficult transition from their homes to
the new schemes, resettlement was less frustrating than it was for their Orma
counterparts. Theirs was a planned intervention, where they were settled on
specific schemes, whereas the Orma were not formally resettled in any planned
way, but simply moved on their own to places where they hoped that they
could live.

The narrators - young and old, men and women - take us through the ordeals
they encountered. Let’s share some of their pain, difficulties, anxieties and
frustrations on their way to their new “homes”, where they were forced to
settle against their wish.

For the Ethiopian refugees, the story was one of great pain.  One narrator
sums it up thus:
We were attacked.  Some people among us were killed and those who
remained, about 60 of us, entered Kenya at a place called Dukana (border
town between Kenya and Ethiopia). We gave ourselves in to the government
of Kenya. Then the government gave us some assistance for the dead…and
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we buried them; for the wounded we took them to hospital, where they
were admitted and they were helped and healed.

The government of Kenya brought us here, they put us on a vehicle and
brought us here to a village called Daka Baricha (about 2 km from
Marsabit); we were given a store there and we settled. That place was just
a single house like a store, so because people were many, health-wise it
was not good…everybody was living there, the old and the young, even
food is at the same place… We stayed there for a period of two years…
Amhara 4

Those who were displaced due to the discovery of blue sapphires at Duse, in
Isiolo, describe in detail the great loss of their land and the subsequent decline
of their livestock due to lack of pasture and water. One of them says:
The people who were moved are a village of about five households… about
four of them, were moved. It did not take us long, it took only two days but
we got a lot of problems with our livestock because where we were moving
to – the land of the Garba-Tulla -was not an area that livestock were used
to…it does not have enough pasture… And we got a lot of problems and
even our livestock developed problems - some died, others got lost and
were eaten by wild animals …the land we left is no longer ours and so
when animals stray there, no one can go in to get them back, so we had a
lot of problems. Boran 5
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Girr (Boran 6) remembers his journey

Another displaced pastoralist from the same district says:
When we left Uqo Ona Happi, we settled at a place called Malka Guyo
Kane where we took our last water reserve - and we never got another drop
of water until we reached Garba-Tulla. There was no water anywhere in
between. We were moving with livestock, camels, goats, cattle; the young
animals were to be moved separately. Sometimes you have to put them on
the camels’ backs as they could not move, and we took 10 days on the way
before we reached Garba-Tulla. We lost young ones as a result of the long
distances; we also lost some gejib (donkeys) and animals and reached
Garba-tulla very exhausted and thirsty. We quenched our thirst at the wells
of Garba-Tulla. Gejib is a male donkey used for transport [at times of
migration] and because of thirst, the gejib went off different ways. We also
lost young heifers, which were killed by hyenas. Some people got sick on
the way; others got bitten by [pythons] and others by snakes. Some people
were affected by malaria and had to be transported on the backs of camels
and even after reaching Garba-Tulla, we had to go back to collect sick
people. Our livestock were used to the river water and in Garba-tulla we
had to use wells. Fetching water from the wells is a lot of labour for us
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…we were used to rivers and even did not know how to dig these wells so
some of us had our hands and legs injured and were hospitalised.
Boran 6

One narrator, belonging to the poverty-stricken families who were resettled
in Marsabit from the Chalbi Desert, vividly recalls how his parents had settled
at a makeshift village and how their life came to revolve around begging.
He says:
During the drought of 1974 they came here and by then I was very young.
The drought finished all our livestock, and since they had nothing else to
rely on for their livelihood they came to Marsabit.

When [my parents] came here they had nothing at all, so we settled on Gar
Olla Ote (“the mountain of Ote village”), and from here, they were nearer
to the town and could go into town to beg for help from well wishers and
sympathisers. There were many people who settled on the mountain and as
they continued with this life of begging, the Catholic Mission and CARE
International, through the Catholic Mission, came to our aid.
Gabra 7

The Orma of Tana River are further frustrated by the consequences of
resettlement on them and their livestock. They lost their animals due to
scarce resources and environmental problems in the new areas. Each narrator
tells their story in his or her own unique way. This young Orma man had to
run away from home after they lost all their animals.  He has worked as a
herd boy for others for nine years.
This was a long distance and there was a shortage of water. We took about
one week to reach Assa. Some of us were unable to stay in Assa and they
went back to river areas – chaffa  (dry season grazing areas) - but some of
us stayed comfortable afterwards and we dug wells to water our animals
and thanks to God we survived well.  We got some water after digging
several wells and so deeply. We were able to utilise the water we had very
economically, but still it was not enough. The heads of cattle we had were
many, due to this there was not enough grass for the cows and this led to
our cows dying. We lost many animals in fact, so many. As I was told we
had over 600 cows but after that we had lost a lot of cows and we remained
with only four cows. The four cows aren’t enough for the family that is why
I ran away from the family… I had to go out to look for better survival. I
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have herded for nine years and I was given one heifer of two years old per
year. Instead of sleeping at home this is better for one.  Orma 10

We lost our calves to thirst and the long distance, says this elder. Women
were also badly affected, and three gave birth to stillborn babies on the way:
As I have told you before, Sabukiye is 60 kilometres, so we had to spend
two nights before reaching it. Our calves have perished due to the long
distance; some women who were pregnant gave birth on the way, but after
a lot of hardships we got to Sabukiye.  By then there were no wells and we
had to dig wells for water, as the few wells couldn’t accommodate the people
and the large herds of cattle. By then it was me, my wife, and I had three
teenage boys... There was an incident when my wife was wounded by a bull
during the watering of animals and even my son died during those hard
times, so there are so many problems that we had experienced. The calves
died due to thirst and also the long walking distance… About eight women
gave birth on the way, some gave birth safely, but about three of them gave
birth to stillborns. Orma 13

For those who were running away from the dabba camps and raids from the
shifta in Isiolo, anxiety and continued fear characterised their journey, as
one woman explains:
We were many. Some people ran on foot and some in vehicles, but for my
family we came on a vehicle… some were arrested but we were not among
them because my husband had a permission document (government travel
document)... The document said that we had lost all our animals thus our
livelihood, so we cannot stay in Isiolo.  If we go on foot we shall be killed
by shiftas or arrested so we should be permitted to go in a vehicle to a
place where we could start our lives, so we decided on Marsabit and that’s
how we came here. Gabra 15

Many of those who came from Ethiopia were displaced by war, but for this
narrator, the main problem was poverty and hunger. She and her husband
had to walk all the way to Maikona in Kenya where they settled:
I came by foot through a place called Magado… As I travelled from Dirre,
I had a lot of problems because I carried my children on my back and
shoulders as well. The distance was very long and we were very hungry
and thirsty too. The little food we had, we spared for the young ones. The
father was carrying the two boys and myself the little girl. We had three
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children then. We had a lot of difficulties but managed to reach Maikona
where we stayed over for four years… We walked barefoot. We also did not
know any shoes or have them so we got pricked by thorns and cut by sharp
objects, but we struggled to reach where we wanted to. Boran 18

Women often faced particular hardships during these journeys from their
homes, looking after children and babies, as well as sometimes-elderly family
members, finding food for everyone and facing the threat of sexual violence
or abduction. Some had to flee without their husbands and bring what they
could of the family’s livestock as well. This woman vividly describes the
constant hardships of being on the run from their enemies, and how they lost
many of their companions.
Many people, our sisters and brothers whom we came with, many of them
died and we went through a lot of gunfire and got a lot of problems.  The
times of leave alone, giving children tea but also breastfeeding, were not
there.  You know when the truth comes; there is no time for hunger.  You
know we had fried some maize and tied it to ourselves, so this is what we
gave the young ones [on the journey] and some water, which we had put
into small jerricans. So the fights continued and we lost many people.
This time we were in a big valley and there were wells, so whenever we
wanted to fetch water, we were attacked at the wells…  when [the soldiers]
went, we took our dead and buried them - even us women, we were helping
the men to dig graves.  There was no cloth to bury the dead with, so we just
dug small holes. We were using sticks…because we did not have anything
for digging.  Some others, we just put tree branches on their bodies, took
the guns from them and left.  So it went on and on until later we moved a
little distance…and put up our tents in another valley.

We fought a lot, they fought us for about two months, and they made us
forget [their presence], then showed up suddenly and attacked us. So it
went like that, then we reached El-Dima…then Gorai. We went and went,
and kept going…running for our lives… until lastly we reached Dukana.
When we reached Dukana, we handed ourselves over to the government of
Kenya.   Amhara 14

Another woman who had to run away from Isiolo due the frequent raids on
and loss of their animals says:
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We took seven days but [these were] very difficult days, because we had
fear and could not cook the food that we had. Since we left Merti in Isiolo
we had a lot of thirst because we were moving day and night. That was in
fact why we lost the goats. The little water we had was not enough for all
so it was very difficult. The enemies were following us and we had to move
very fast.  At times we could not even stop at some watering points to rest
but they could not follow us when we got into drier areas because they
could not withstand the heat and thirst…

There were two girls, myself and my two children, and an old man who was
with us .We put them on camel backs until we were at a safer distance from
our enemies. Then we rested and cooked and that’s how we came until we
reached Marsabit. That was when the good people of Marsabit came to us
and gave us food, milk and any other assistance that we needed.
Gabra 16
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4. Change and adaptation: life in the resettlement areas

For all narrators the journey to their new home was treacherous; in some
cases it was tragic, due to loss of family members and friends. But eventually
the long journey ended. Here the narrators explain how they adapted to their
new homes, the various kinds of assistance they got and the steps they took
to make their new environment work for their benefit. The narrators shed
light on the effects and implications of resettlement on their livelihoods,
culture and social status.

4.1 Making adjustments:  “In the beginning…”
At first most people simply had to focus on practical issues, such as organising
shelter and learning to grow food. This refugee from Ethiopia tells how they
learned to work the land well. They now feel they would like to be “identified
as Kenyans” and have more rights.
In the beginning, when we were brought here, the land did not have people,
so we were told to farm as much as we could. We cleared the bush, did a lot
of farming and with time, the local people saw what we were doing and
came to settle at Badassa, took over the land that we had cleared - and
because we are refugees we had no say other than to retreat back to our 2
acre plots that the government gave to us. They said the refugees should
not have such land, apart from the land we were given to live on and eat
from, because we are not citizens. But since we have stayed here for long,
we would like to have our rights just like other citizens. We have the refugee
identity cards but we would also like it if they were changed for us. Our
children were born here, are living here and they are speaking the Kenyan
language so if possible; we would have very much liked to be identified as
Kenyans. Amhara 4
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A one-room corrugated iron house.  These were provided to the
resettled at Badassa, but many people found

these uncomfortably hot.

Through working on his 2-acre farm Getachew was able to
generate sufficient funds to build a house which is larger and

cooler than the corrugated iron housing provided when he first
arrived at Badassa.
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Another man did not at first take to farming so easily, nor was the diet
satisfactory
That work is nothing to joke with. It is a work of blood… If you dig for a
short distance, you cannot sleep at night due to tiredness, which does not
go away…[but] with time we got used to it until we did not even want to sit
down, our bodies were hardened and we even liked it, until we even started
feeling body pains if we do not dig the land. We also had a problem with
cooking…people did not know much about it. Things like maize are put on
fire and eaten when ready, but what disturbed us was something called
beans, this thing people did not know how to cook.  So they ate it while raw
and it gave children stomachache and diarrhoea, which became persistent
and the government did not have any programmes on community education
on cooking.  Boran 5

This narrator describes how those who were herders used to hot weather had
great problems adjusting to the cold weather in Marsabit as well as the type
of foods available there:
The resettled people who were brought out of herding into Marsabit…faced
several problems. For one, they come from a hot area into a cold,
mountainous area. Their areas are…plains like the Chalbi Desert…
Whoever has a waistcloth does not require a shirt and can comfortably
graze in the plains but in Marsabit it is very cold and one cannot just walk
around in a waistcloth. Even the shelter where one sleeps, even the house,
is very cold. And  before, one is used to milk and meat from the animals, so
the new food provided is a major problem. Even when the food is provided,
like maize and beans, one did not know how to prepare it.  Boran 2

This elder says they had a lot of problems with disease and the shortage of
water and pasture. The combination destroyed almost the whole herd and,
once he became destitute, he had no alternative but to start farming.
The Dida Ade we came to was dry.  It was an area that could only be stayed
in during the rainy season when the pastures were green.  And our cattle
are used to hashaka - which means a swampy area, which is evergreen
even during the dry season (in this case the floodplains of the Tana delta)…

Besides the scarcity of pastures, Dida Ade was highly infested with ticks,
which were not found in the flood plains of TanaDelta and Gamba.  The
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ticks started infecting our animals…and both our calves and cattle started
dying…the ticks we saw in Dida Ade grazing area was a kind of tick not
known and used to our animals.

There was no pasture nearby.  The cattle were to be taken to far places for
grazing [so the] watering of our cattle was to be on an alternating basis.
One day the animals had to be taken far in search of pasture and on such
days the animals were to go without water.  And then the animals could be
watered the second day and graze in areas with no pasture.  The continuous
pasture scarcity and the tick-born diseases became a major problem…  By
1993 we… had lost all our animals to the ticks and starvation. I had over
200 head of cattle when I was moved from Gamba but by 1993 I was left
with only five cows.

Desperate to get some land to feed his family, he gave away one of his
remaining five cows:
I got a farm along the river, but because there are those communities who
have always been living along the river, unlike pastoralists like us …[these]
riverine communities always claim anywhere along the river to be their
grandparents’ place or farms so this gives me a lot of problems. Wherever
we clear as farms, they kept on claiming to be theirs so eventually I kept
on begging one of them who was a friend of mine and after giving one cow
out of the five animals that remained to me, I managed to acquire a farm
which I am still farming on.  Orma 12

Another man tells how they started farming, only to have their crops regularly
eaten by elephants.  Like others, he describes how hard they found the change
in diet.
Now after we lost livestock, the government gave us maize and when we
saw this…we mobilised our people to do farming… The unfortunate thing
is that we do not reap even what we grow because elephants destroy our
crops. The game wardens herd them in our farms and many people have
been killed and we just plant our crops for elephants. We really suffer a
great deal. Initially we got some problems of stomachaches because these
foods were foreign to us. We were accustomed to milk and meat but not to
these dry foods like maize and beans and our people never liked such
foods.
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The only foods that we knew needed cooking was meat and we did not even
boil our milk. We drunk milk from cows, camels and goats without boiling
it; it is only the meat that we cook… Now if you put a sufuria (cooking pot)
of beans on fire in the morning it gets ready in the evening, and we do not
know this. Some people put beans on the fire and thinking that it was
ready, ate it, and made their children eat and as a result got stomach
aches and constipation. Boran 6

One narrator collects firewood in an attempt to make a living in the new
settlement.
Out of my 500 cattle I remained with only four cows and yet others had
none... When we reached here the canals were made, the farms already
prepared; some of us worked for these farmers to get something for their
families while others…sold some milk to these intruder farmers. What I do
is that I have one donkey [so] I take my children and go to the bush to
collect firewood to sell to others. The firewood is nowadays a vast distance,
so when I go very early in the morning I come back about 3 o’clock. I don’t
get much. Sometimes…you are forced to give it on credit. Here the children
go hungry to bed and you go to take from those who took on credit to get
something for the children. Orma 13

This woman explains some of the practical problems they faced in the new
schemes:
I personally have not had any problems with jiggers but I have witnessed
two people who died from their attack.  The jiggers did not spare them.
They got even into the eyes – everywhere…because these are parasites
and if you do not take action against them, they can easily destroy you.  So
when we settled here, the Father told us about the jiggers.  He gave us tins
to collect water in but we did not even know how to carry the water… He
told us to clean the house, smooth the floors and sprinkle water on the
floor before sweeping.  We did not know anything about all this.  We even
wondered how a house could be built and people settled in because we
used to build our own…

When we were given the farms and taught how to go about farming, we
planted beans on the farms and left them in until the beans rotted. We went
to call the Father and when he came he was surprised at what had happened.
He told us the food that he gives us is the same that we had left to rot in the
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farms. We used to put a handful of seeds in one hole when planting and we
were told to throw two seeds in a hole at a time. That is how we gradually
learnt how to do it; and how to harvest, weed and so on. We did not know
what was to be done and we were restraining each other from interfering.
We used to even threaten each other not to go near the crop until it all
became a waste… Initially we did not know much about the maize…even
during weeding, we did not know the difference between grass and maize
so we were uprooting most of the maize plants in the process. At times
good Samaritans showed us how to do it so that’s how we learnt to sort the
maize from the weeds.

Another woman describes similar problems with the new diet, environment
and cultivation:
That time, we were not healthy at all. We were always having a cold, a
cough and we were having problems with the foods because we were not
used to them so we had problems of the stomach, aching us always.

Since we have come here, when a flea bites us, we do not get to sleep the
whole night.  We keep on scratching the whole night.  For the jiggers we
keep on scratching too until they become so many in our feet... itching
every time.  We felt as if our body was on fire… Unless you are told, you
will not know how to go about new situations like that. We did not know
anything about jiggers. We had never seen them because where we came
from is a hot area. We had to be told what fleas are and what jiggers are.
They were a big problem to us, our bodies too, we really suffered.

Again, Marsabit is cold and if you do not take a heavy meal at night you
cannot sleep, it gets very cold.  Where we were, it’s a hot area and you can
take only tea and sleep, but cold places like this unless you eat well, your
eyes will not even close. The rural people are pure herders so they do not
know anything about farm produce. When the beans start boiling and swell
up in the pot, they remove it thinking it’s ready and eat them. Later they
get stomach upsets…. We knew nothing about other crops that people grew.
Whenever it rained, we planted maize and beans until the agriculture people
came one day and told us about other foods like sorghum, millet. They
taught us about them, and after that, we learnt from each other on ways of
growing and eating different foods - like taking them to the mill for grinding.
Gabra 15
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For the dabba victims, who were mainly from the semi-arid district of Isiolo
in the Eastern province of Kenya, their story is one of destitution and
desperation. One narrator recalls how he felt a victim of all misfortunes,
which seemed to seek them out in their new location. He tells of how they
acquired a new name and status in the community:
When we arrived, we gave ourselves to the villagers, we gave ourselves to
the elders and these people said, “These are people who have run away
from their enemies.” And we were given a little something here and there.
When we first came it was as if everything was looking for us, small diseases
came after us, even scabies came after us. This was because we had no
clothes on our bodies, no food in our stomach, so we had a lot of problems.
Even the problems, it was as if they were told to look for us, but in a real
sense we were harbouring the causes of all the problems. If it was dirt, we
had it. If it was resistance to the diseases, we had none… Even the cold, it
used to be colder those days, and we did not have any money to buy
ourselves clothes.

Later it was decided that children from poor families should be taken to
school… And that was when we were taken to school. Afterwards it was
also decided that the iyeyi (destitute) families should be given land and
settled so that they could sustain themselves and that was how we were
settled. So when we got the farmland we did our best to farm. We got
produce and later we were doing better than the others who were doing it
before us. Boran 3

This woman describes the difficult early stages of their resettlement, and
how they gradually gained some independence:
…the main problem was we did not have a place to sleep.  We were all put
together like cattle in one stall, but now…we have shelter over our heads;
but then it was very difficult.  Now that we are moved here, we have seen a
lot of changes.  We grow our own food and we depend on ourselves but at
that time we were depending on someone else’s hands and once it stops, we
are dead. But thank God, now we grow our own food and with the help of
God we are doing well. We lived just inside the store (storage room), or we
made fire outside and cooked... It was a forest. What the people in town
were saying is these Ethiopians are shiftas and they have been settled in a
place fit for shiftas, in a forest where only elephants and other wild animals
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live, and no other human beings.  So the area was cleared first for building
us the houses.  We used pangas (machetes) to clear the area. Amhara 14

From 150-200 head of cattle, this man ended up with just three, and had to
become a tenant farmer on the irrigation scheme to make ends meet. With
the proceeds he has slowly managed to increase his herd to ten heads of
cattle.
The place before must be better, because the animals used to drink from
the river but now the river is too far so that our animals have starved to
death.  Water problems, pasture problems, the river is too far for us and
our animals and so…we lost our cattle… When the scheme was completed
some of the people who lost their cattle were absorbed into the scheme as
tenants.. to undertake farming - which of course they did. The rest who did
not have cattle came close to us, by shifting nearer to us, and assisted us
in planting, weeding and harvesting of the cotton…. In return we used to
give these people something little for their sustenance… I made some little
returns from the cotton I have been growing… the little that remained
from home is what I used to buy some heifers every time possible. Orma 8

With the movement of people came overpopulation in some areas and a
scarcity of resources due to the large numbers of animals that the displaced
brought with them.  Humans and their animals had problems adapting to the
new environments. Pressure was exerted not only on land, water and pasture,
but also between the herder and farmer communities, who clashed over the
meagre resources. This Orma elder had three different herds but says he has
nothing now.  He says he “was totally involved in quarrels everyday” with
farmers who resented their presence at watering holes. The new environment
caused his children to become sick and his animals suffered from the lack of
grazing fields and unfamiliar conditions:
…we found different types of ticks and diseases that were not known to our
animals. Our animals did not have any resistance to these different diseases
and coupled with the lack of pasture, the animals started dying en masse…

We did not adapt to the Danisa environment at all. Children became very
sick because of the many mosquitoes… Calves were dying terribly and the
cows became too overcrowded in the area, which caused over-grazing and
within that dry season they started dying in large numbers. So the animals
we shifted with from Gamba, we lost them in Danisa… I lost many animals
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- in fact all of my animals. By the time I was moving from Gamba I had
three different herds and at the moment I am left with nothing.

Water was also a major problem because all areas along the river are said
to be belonging to...the agriculturalists with whom we have been living
together  under such difficulties all along. We also called them riverines.
In the past when they had not taken our land, our animals used to drink
water from the rivers in the grazing flood plains. When they took the grazing
land they also took the watering points from our animals so we lost both
grazing lands as well as the watering points…On either sides of the watering
points there are farms that belong to the agriculturists who have no eyes
for cattle and this has forced us to go to where there are no watering
points. Orma 9

Getting enough water for their herds was a major concern for many of the
displaced: “I was spending the whole day in the deep well,” says this narrator.
I found the resettlement in Assa to be terrible, because the livestock in the
area increased tremendously. Water was also very scarce…I started digging
wells, which were very deep, in order to water my cattle and goats…after a
period of a month there were signs of overgrazing and the animals’ condition
deteriorated drastically. In two and a half months the animals were starving
and death followed. I lost all my animals during this horrible season, which
was most exhausting of my lifetime. Orma 1

In fact, the overpopulation in some areas, the loss of their animals and the
limited resources available made some of the displaced move to yet another
environment to look for alternative ways to survive, as this narrator explains:
When we got there, after some few days’ water problems started - since the
population of the people was rising. The cattle were many and there was
no grass and water so the cattle perished and now we were forced to move
back to where we have been chased from, but we didn’t [go there] as we
feared being evicted again, so we just moved to Bisiqddera where there
were farmers and we were forced to look for employment on the farms so
that we could get our daily bread. Orma 13

A woman from Ethiopia confirms just how hard the adjustments were “in the
beginning” but, she says proudly, “Now we are experts”:
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We had seen people farming but never thought of ourselves doing it. We
had animals from which we got our basic needs so it was not easy in the
beginning. Some of us did not know how to hold a hoe and the missionary
was forced to buy us bulls and hire those who knew how to plough to do
our farms for us. He also showed us how to plant, weed and store our
produce. I had also told you that the place that we were, Maikona, was hot
- it’s a desert you know - so we were used to that heat and when we came
here, it was very cold for us… so we had a lot of problems; children catching
pneumonia and persistent colds that could not be cured.  There was also
the problem of jiggers.  We had never seen them because I think they do
not live in hot soils.  Here we were attacked and they changed the structure
of our feet. The children were most affected because they were playing in
the dust the whole day and at night....  It was a big problem to us. It was
not easy in the beginning but we managed and now we are experts. Even
the cold does not beat us .Boran 18

4.2 Taking up farming and charcoal burning: “contrary to my culture”
Despite crops becoming a major source of food for the settled pastoralist
groups and even the most rigid of them having to take up hoes in place of
spears, farming is still seen as a low status activity. This causes many of the
resettled a great deal of unease and social problems. In some communities it
is a taboo “to make the soil red” while in others, as the narrators put it,
respectable people do not farm, only those of inferior status.

Such attitudes are not simply negative reactions to a different way of life.
Rather, they reflect pastoralists’ understanding of the most viable way to
live and produce in their fragile environments, which are not only unsuited
to farming but also can be severely and swiftly degraded by agriculture.

For the Orma, farming is the preserve of inferior communities who are referred
to as “soil diggers”:
Yes, farming is the work of inferior communities in our culture and our
people don’t farm at all... Those who have become farmers have lost status
in the community, [he has] lost his land and lost his identity; those who
are surrounding him don’t give him any recognition. Even he himself would
have been considering any soil digger or farmer to be inferior before, so
he knows that he equally is now known to be inferior.



31

Yes, it is a way of getting food but to us such kind of food is bad because
nobody will visit the home of soil diggers, no one will marry from that
family…and no one will call them Ormas any more.  They will be told or it
will be said that there are some farmers here…. They welcome visitors but
nobody will pass by them; people will just say these are farmers so let’s not
pass by them because they have gone astray or deviated from our culture.
Orma 1

Another displaced Orma pastoralist says having become a farmer, he has
violated community norms:
I had over 200 head of cattle when I was moved from Gamba but by 1993
I was left with only five cows. I did not have anything to do and because
everyone does what he is able to do, I started doing something contrary to
my culture to be able to earn a living.  I started digging the soil to look for
food. How else could I live? I became a farmer and started farming to
earn a living.  This made me become a very inferior person in my community
because I had violated the community’s norms and culture. Having become
a farmer, I am not called or invited to any of the community’s festivals or
gatherings for any kind of consultations; no cattle owner comes to my
home, whatsoever the case.  Orma 12

Speaking from the Boran point of view, this narrator tells a similar story:
In the Boran culture, people are not allowed to cultivate. It is said that
land “should not be made red” (tilled). In our culture, all the herders - the
Boran, Gabra and Rendille etc - they do not know how to cultivate. What
they are born into is livestock rearing… .The wealth of an individual in
Boran is measured by the number of goats, sheep, cows he has but one is
not gauged by the size of farm he has - even today. A lot of weight is put on
livestock and the mainly herder population is not found around farming
areas. It’s only that a few have taken to farming but even so, they use the
output from the farms to buy livestock.  If you ask why, it’s because he was
born in the herder community [and] thus values it. Boran 2

Another narrator from the Borana agrees that the person with livestock is
superior but says they have had to farm because they had to get food.
Boran gauge their superiority differently. The person, who had livestock
and has no problems, cannot mould things [as blacksmiths do] or cannot
farm. He is superior to the others. Among the Boran we have some
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communities like the blacksmiths, the farmers… they are seen as inferior.
Boran 5

Preparing land for planting using traditional ploughing
methods.

Another narrator from the Gabra community says “In our culture, there are
no farms; farms are things that were newly introduced to us”, adding that
those who now farm used to see it as punishment:
…our people are not farmers and did not like the work. They are used to
looking after the animals, feeding and watering them, and saw the work of
farming as some sort of punishment, some work they are forced to do.  And
some people were afraid of doing it and hid in their houses and the Father
used to go round and chase people from their houses to go to the farm…
but later on he persuaded people and they started coming to the farms.

He provided food and tea for people there…people started following his
footsteps and he also taught people how to burn charcoal. This was six or
seven years after we were settled there. Some people did not farm; others
did - and later those who did not farm looked at the others [who did]  and
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they went back to farming and that was to become their source of livelihood.

But he says, the most respected members in his community, the dabella, do
not farm at all
Secondly there are people called dabella who are not allowed to farm…they
do not farm unless their children do it for them or somebody else does it
for them but they do not do it…these people are respected, obeyed and
their blessings are sought after…There is a certain age group that permits
one to become a dabella …They are counted as old people, they do not go
to water the animals or for fights so they are taken as clean people…
Gabra 7

This elder explains that he is not accepted because of taking up farming, and
that two of his wives have left him:
Farming is very unacceptable in our culture. Orma don’t farm because
this is a bad omen. Orma are usually cattle herders and keep on moving
with their animals and don’t dig the soil.  I am personally not accepted. In
fact all of us who became farmers and later on charcoal burners are now
treated as outcasts. I had four wives. I now have two wives; they had already
left me and have gone to their homes, which happened to have cattle.
Orma 8

Another Orma narrator confirms that making and selling charcoal, an
occupation quite alien to the Orma pastoralists, also carries social stigma:
Now all we do and depend on is firewood collection, charcoal burning, in
order to earn our living. Both my family and I have lost status in my
community. I am being looked down as an outcast, someone of very low
status and of no value in the community. I have lost identity in my community
together with my family. This is a kind of life where the Orma has never
experienced before.  For instance, cutting down and making charcoal out
of wood and eventually selling it to earn a daily living - that we never saw
before. Orma 9

This young man says that, having had to resort to charcoal burning, he has
lost his social standing and identity.
I look after people’s cows and when I am not herding the cows, I help the
people at home to prepare the charcoal. To tell the naked truth it is very
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bad for us. In old days we were people who were recognised, but now
nobody recognises us - we can’t really believe that we are the people who
are charcoal sellers. It has destroyed our identity. Orma 10

Some of those who have taken up farming value it.  They explain that some
of the taboos and the inferiority attached to farmers stem from fear of death,
since most associate digging the soil with burying the dead.

We did not know how to do it because in Waso we did not farm. We just
drunk milk from our animals and we did not eat things like maize because
it was not there.  So in Waso, whether it rained or not, we had no problems
because we were…where it is always green, so there was no problem. So on
coming here everything was different you know - when you dig the soil it
becomes red, right? So they say you should not take up farming because
the soil, according to them, should only be turned when one is being buried.
The thing about “making the soil red” has no significance to us…we dig
the soil because we want food out of it, so we do not put much weight on
this association with death. Boran 3

For this Ethiopian narrator, those who say that farming is not good or land
should not be tilled simply lack knowledge:
It is lack of knowledge that is making them say that, because they only rely
on livestock and during drought they come to us to buy grains from us.
They sell the animals to us or just come to beg from us, but if you look
around now most of the herders have also taken up farming because they
have seen its importance. Amhara 4

For this Boran elder, a culture that equates farming with inferiority, and
even evil practices, just stems from foolish pride.  Today, he says, the fools
are those who don’t grow their own food:
There is nothing the herders are missing because they got everything they
wanted from livestock and had no business with land - that is why they
said these things - but there is nothing that makes one who farms a witch.
It’s only that those people had no problems that would make them dig, so
it was just said because of pride, but there was nothing that the farming
did to them that suggested it became a witch’s activity. It is an activity that
is good for one because it gives us food and one does not have to sell the
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animals every now and then to get food from the market and you will eat
what you plant… now if you just follow livestock and depend on only foods
from the shop you are taken for a fool.  Boran 5

This young Gabra man feels that some of those who say land should not be
tilled may have other agendas:
You know if one has another source of livelihood he can say the soil should
not be tilled. If I look at it these people who are saying the soil should not
be tilled I have other thoughts beyond that - because if the land is tilled
and “made red” their animals will not have anywhere to graze because
there will be no grass and everywhere will be fenced off as farmland, so
their idea of the soil not being made red is [a way of] saving land for their
animals.  But for us who do not have livestock and what we have is land, if
we do not make it red, what do we do with it?  Gabra 7
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5. The effects of resettlement on culture: “a tree without
roots”
Culture is one thing that has bound the pastoralists together. The pastoralists
had a way of determining where and how they lived, how the animals grazed,
where they were watered, and even how to take care of the less fortunate
members of the community.  Their animals, which are used to fulfil most of
the cultural practices and traditions, further enhanced this strong sense of
identity.  Pastoralist cultural practices in fact provided the institutions and
structures, which allowed them to live together in harsh environments, utilise
common property, and divide roles and responsibilities.

 Traditional council of elders discussing issues at a livestock
enclosure

5.1 The role of livestock in custom and culture: “Everything has changed
now”
This narrator explains how some cultural practices have been abandoned,
partly because of people’s inability to fulfil certain roles without animals:
Once you become a destitute, you are not able to meet a lot of cultural
requirements. Even so, in the olden days, someone used to meet these needs
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through the help of his clan… For instance, if one wants to marry and
does not have any animals for dowry, the clan gives him [the resources] to
do it; for the poor who cannot do a naming ceremony for his children for
lack of animals, it’s the clan who will help him meet his obligation. However
today there is a lot of hardship, people are not as wealthy as they were and
are not willing to help like in the past. Now you can see a person farming,
which in the Boran culture is not allowed. This is necessitated by hardships
and one’s inability to fulfil his roles like naming of his children, marrying
and other rituals, which are now abandoned due to [the] lack of animals.

He describes some of the ways Boran culture and traditions took care of the
less fortunate members of the community. Despite this system of help and
support, the difficulties faced by the Boran and the Gabra when they were
forced to flee their home areas because of shifta raids, dabba camps, poverty
and famine, became overwhelming. When they came to Marsabit they had
to be put in the Gabra and Manyatta Jillo resettlement schemes because the
traditional support systems could no longer cater for everyone. The scale of
the problem was simply too great.

Everything has changed now. It is still there but everything is changing
with time. Even so, they do assist each other as tribes, clans and sub-
clans, which have purposely been created for this. That is why we have
what is called [dhabare], and bussa gonofa if you lose your animals through
drought, war or disease… The help is there but today people are many.
Before, people knew each other, but now the closeness is not there. The
helping and sharing is not very much pronounced. Life is difficult. Your
brother may be having [livestock] and you may have none. Before, people
used to get dhabare (community assistance) where you can eat and drink
from the animal but you are not allowed to sell it.

The animals you are given as dhabare are given to you because you do not
have any animals for milking, and I have many cows -  so I give you two for
use. You feed them, milk them, drink their milk, but you cannot sell them.
You cannot slaughter them without the owner’s consent... In bussa gonofa,
when you get a problem -  like you lose your animals through theft, famine
or disease - the community sits down together and sees how they can donate
animals: You see this man has a problem, yes -  so how do we help him? We
donate for him. We say so and so has this number of animals, he is rich so
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he has to donate two heifers, calves, depending on his stock. This is how
one is helped and if he wants he can sell, eat or do whatever he wants with
it because it is his property. Boran 2

The displaced communities conclude that the loss of their animals has in
essence made them lose their culture and their dignity, saying that even the
number of children you have does not earn you social standing the way
livestock does.  Extracts from the testimonies attest to this, like this from
one old man:

One who has no cattle in the Borana community is not a complete being
and has nothing, he has no say.  Today, if you say this is aba olla (the
village head) you get that title because of your livestock.  And if you have
no livestock and have very many children spread over a distance of 2-3
miles, your name will not be heard - but if you have livestock and a family,
your name will be heard due to this livestock.

This Boran elder maintains that Borana people would never throw away
their culture, regardless of whether they had lost their animals:
Our customs are our laws and they are enacted by the Boran, so even if
they have lost livestock they have not thrown away their laws. They use the
same laws to run their affairs and an aggressor is punished by the same
laws; one who injures another is punished by the same law; even marriage
is conducted under the same law so we have not thrown it out.

There are many customary requirements. For example, if your clansman
becomes poor, the clan meet and deliberate on the steps to take.  Then they
say, let’s give him livestock. So if the clansmen are five or 10 or 20, each
one of them gives out one cow, so that is how this man is restocked. When
a girl is engaged, you pay two or three cows to the in-laws… in return for
the girl’s hand in marriage, and the in-laws give you the girl. The other
custom of using cattle among the Boran is when a well is dug by the
community, the first person to break the ground is called aba konfi (trustee
of the well) and he slaughters his cow there and when the well gets enough
water, it’s for the whole Boran community, the two major clans of the Sabbo
and the Gona, but even in a hundred generations to come, the well will
still belong to the first aba konfi who slaughtered an animal there. So
these are some of the ways cattle are important to our customs. Boran 6
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For this Gabra man too, the loss of animals has not signalled the end of their
culture. He says the community has devised ways of working around the
lack of animals:
If I look back then, they used to marry “on credit”, because culturally,
when marrying, one is expected to pay three camels as dowry and they did
not have camels or cattle or any other livestock then.  As they knew the
culture and traditions of Gabra, so they performed the ceremony as usual.
They built a shed as if they had livestock, at the marriage ceremony. They
built a hut in it.  In Gabra culture a marriage hut is supposed to be built in
a camel shed…  They do not have camels but…they must build the shed
and the hut... The house is built using dase (reeds), which are common in
the grazing areas in the plains, and since they are not available here…grass
is used…  And on the morning of marriage, the three camels called Qarat
(dowry) are supposed to stay in the shed all day, so since they do not have
the camels or any other livestock, the shed stays empty the whole day and
in the evening, the hut is built and the two marry…and the in-laws, on
both sides, take promises from each other that the dowry will be paid as
soon as it is available. Gabra 7

Even though some community traditions are maintained without livestock,
it is clear that individuals have lost cultural status. From the Tana River an
old man expresses deep disappointment at the loss of his popularity and
“dignity”.  People’s respect for him has been undermined by resettlement,
since it has reduced him to a man without cattle: “Now that I have no
cattle no one holds any respect for me”
I feel very bad. I am now underrated, nobody considers me as a person of
any dignity. I really feel bad. I am just praying to God to take me out of
this bad situation. I was among the community’s key decision makers and
I used to be invited to all the important meetings. Now that I have no cattle
no one holds any respect for me and I have been left out of community
issues since I lost my cattle. I am no longer considered valuable. I am not
invited to any function at all.

With animals, which signify wealth, comes respect and identity. The loss of
animals in the process of resettlement has reduced communal activities such
as festivals, as well as unity, the same man says:
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Nowadays there is no culture. Culture is lost; there is no respect for one
another, unlike before. The charcoal burners are no longer following the
Orma culture. We have even stopped our former traditional prayers.
Nowadays we don’t even have the resources to enable us to pray together…

In the past we used to have several traditional festivals.  One important
example is if the rains delayed or failed in a given season, we used to
contribute cattle, goats or money in order to bring the elders of the
community together and would sit for at least three to four days praying
for rains. During such festivals about 10 cattle (steers) and 12 goats were
slaughtered and food cooked. This kind of festival was to be conducted
outside villages and people would stay there for at least the whole duration
of three to four days, committed to praying to God to save the community
and their cattle from droughts that would affect the wellbeing of the
community. After such prayers rains were realised with certainty.

In the past we used to contribute some little money to buy something that
brings us together as elders and sit together and talk over issues.  Such
things could include the buying of a goat and slaughtering it, for some few
elders that would come together and discuss our issues. But nowadays do
we even have anything to contribute? We cannot afford to contribute
anything at all, so we each don’t bother about such things.

Yes, really [resettlement] has denied us a lot, in the old days, the elders
used to come together under a big tree, talking and discussing issues,
during which the women brought milk, tea, and also they would fry bun
(the fruit of coffee) and stay there all day harmoniously. Orma 8
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Gabra dabella (respected elders) performing a traditional
ceremony using a sheep

Another elder says sadly that his role in the family and the community has
been changed due to his reduced status. He is no longer consulted nor can he
perform his duties as a parent:
Like before when I had animals, when my children were being circumcised
I use to conduct prayers where people gathered, ate and asked God for
everything we were in need of but now I don’t have all those things at my
home… the animals I had before I don’t have now. I can do nothing. It has
really changed, as in the old days I used to herd my animals and also I
used to gather with the elders and talk.  But now all these things are not
there. Very early in the morning I go to the bush and look for trees to fell,
burn and sell.

During the day when the animals went to graze, elders used to gather at
my house, they discussed with me different issues. We used to discuss the
fortune of our animals, we used to look at the stars and we asked those
versed with such things, how we are going to be? We used to discuss stars
as a symbol of rain, as a symbol of droughts, as a symbol of war, and also
factors affecting livestock.  And after looking into all these things, there
are ways that we used to pray for a bad thing not to come our way and so
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on… But now nobody comes to me, no elder comes to me. Nobody even
comes to greet me, everything has changed. Orma 9

“No single bright day is ahead of us and unless we are going to be very
careful, we shall perish and our culture will be a past story,” says this
young man. He is saddened and demoralised by the loss of animals and with
it a culture of respect and love for one another. He says all this has been
replaced by a culture that Ormas never had before, one of begging:
What used to make me happy in the past and I am missing today is the
large herds of cattle we used to own and the love we used to have for one
another. There is a big change in our culture. The first one is that respect
is disappearing as no one respects one another as it used to be. Secondly,
the low status accorded to those of us who have lost our cattle and the one
burning my heart most is that our people have developed a culture that
has never been seen in the Orma community, which is begging.

The Orma community nowadays beg for maize and water. In the past we
had cattle and we used to depend on milk from our animals; now that we
have lost our animals people go begging for maize. Orma 10

One narrator sums it up thus, saying that resettlement has eroded their culture,
leaving people like “a tree without roots”:
The change has affected our culture terribly – it has eroded our culture
indeed. Many of us have lost our culture and turned to practising something
against our culture to earn a living.  A man without a culture is like a tree
without roots, so it has negatively destroyed our culture so much that we
may not recover unless something else is done.

What culture are you talking about?  Our culture is no longer there.  Our
children, unlike before, don’t come together and play together.  In the past
they would play haliye (a game played by young girls who have reached
maturity), wale (a game played by mature men, of 25 years and older, who
divide into two sides, one identified as the camel and the other as the
cow). Nowadays, because everybody is busy working in the farms nobody
even talks about such games because everybody is tired.  We have lost the
whole of a culture.  People are also very much demoralised by these farming
activities.
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He also gives a specific example of how the loss of animals has affected
cultural practices:
During girls’ circumcision the women used to come together, pray for the
girls by slaughtering a goat and the circumcision exercise begins, but
nowadays things have changed.  There are no animals to slaughter and no
money to pay to the expert woman that does the circumcision, so some of
us we have stopped girls’ circumcision. Orma 12

Another narrator mentions changes in the circumcision traditions:
…During the past when the boys were circumcised, people used to gather
together, the boys were taken to the cows kraal for circumcision and after
doing so, the cut part (foreskin) was placed on a cow and then that cow
becomes owned by that particular boy…but now there is nothing like that.
The children are taken to hospitals to [be circumcised] Orma 13

Finally, this elder points out that in Orma culture, there were things that men
should not do; if they did, their wives would be despised and the men would
be the talk of the village. But the loss of animals means the community has
ceased to consider such cultural restrictions or practices. He explains some
changes in the traditional roles of men and women:
In the past according to our culture - let alone the issues of cooking by
men – men, if seen near the fire, just that used to be considered very
shameful. In fact, one would be a subject of discussion and people would
call such men people of no integrity, who would want to know and count
all that is done by their wives. Even your fellow men, when they come
together and spend the day together, they will be discussing such men.

And women used to discuss such men… They would say such a man even
picks the utensils for the wife and so on. Such wives whose husbands are
found near the fire are normally despised and abused by their fellow women.
Our culture has changed - women used not to look for food or work to earn
a living but now they are also doing what the men do in order to get
something to eat for the family and therefore everything has now changed.
Now nobody comments about or even mentions about these changes.
Orma 13

Section 6 looks in more detail at the changing roles and responsibilities of
men and women brought about by resettlement. But traditional roles and



44
practices are not the only things to have changed as far as marriage is
concerned, as the next section shows.

5.2 Changing marriage practices: “In the past our girls were just to
be married among us.”
The pastoralists in general are people who are cultured and are rigorous in
observing their traditions and practices.  This is one thing that has enabled
cohesion and communal integrity to be maintained over time. They are
passionate about their animals and about their community members. It is
believed that the community has responsibility towards each and every
member of the society. One of the areas to which attention was paid is
marriage, where families of the bride and groom had to know every detail of
the other family lest the “wrong type” is introduced into the community.

This Boran elder explains that while the loss of animals has affected marriages
in a certain way, the goodwill of the community has enabled the practice to
continue:
Since time immemorial Boran do inter-marry, Sabbo clan marry from Gona
clan and Gona clan marry from Sabbo clan (Borana has two main clans:
Sabbo, with 3 sub-clans and Gona, with fourteen main sub-clans.) These
clans are very respectful to one another when it comes to marriage and
there is reciprocity among them. If in the old days a dowry was five or six
heifers, today this can be reduced to as low as one and others do not pay
even one because the goodwill that existed between their grandparents is
what is required and they can just marry off without being asked for dowry.
Boran 6

But with displacement has come disruption, as we have already seen from
the testimonies. Many of the older generation feel that by intermarrying
with other communities whom they regard as inferior, such as farmers or
blacksmiths, Orma culture and identity will gradually disintegrate and may
finally be lost:
Yes, [farming Orma] have moved out of the community… Cattle owners do
not marry these farmers’ daughters and the boys cannot marry from the
community. They will be told to go and marry from their fellow farmers.
Yes, the Ormas have split into two different parts. Orma 1
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One elder’s story is a powerful illustration of this. He says that he is no
longer accepted and his situation has determined the fate of his daughters,
who cannot be married by the Orma cattle owners. He says his identity has
been downgraded to that of a community who are normally considered to
bring bad fortune:
I am personally not accepted. In fact all of us who became farmers and
later on charcoal burners are now treated as outcasts. My boys cannot
marry the girls from the Orma community who own cattle, while any cattle
owner does also not marry my girls. We are therefore isolated from the
larger Orma community who happen to have animals or cattle now.

The outcasts we are equated to are the (wata) who are generally hunters
and gatherers and have no cattle at all. The wata depend on wildlife for
their livelihood and therefore their girls are not married at all by cattle
owners. The wata are a very small community to whom bad omens are
attributed. This is because we believe that they don’t have cattle luck and
one who marries them and will definitely become poor. We don’t marry
their girls at all.

When our culture was intact, just like many other communities [the wata]
were expelled from our community because of the nature of their work and
behaviour… They were cursed and chased away from the community and
to date none of us marry them at all. Orma 8

For the Ethiopian refugees who came and settled in Kenya and who had to
make lives for themselves – marriage had to be part of their new life, despite
the limiting factor of not having livestock. They had to have a starting point,
this narrator says
…We have married here in Kenya, to Kenyan citizens and they have given
us children.  Why?  Because we cannot go back home to get wives from
there, so if one stays at a place, he would want to have children, he would
want to have a wife and start his life, so we married here and are living
here with our children.

… Some people married divorcees, because we did not have the resources
to marry a girl… others married bar maids; others married drunkards and
had a lot of problems with them, left them and re-married after they got
wealth. But there are those who got good wives through an understanding



46
between the two of them and lived happily together, got children together.
Amhara 4

An Orma elder says his children have “gone wild” because they have done
what he considers not acceptable in Orma culture: they have resorted to
marrying “foreigners” (those from outside the Orma community) due to their
lack of animals:
We don’t intermarry with those with animals - we are considered to be
inferior so nobody interacts with us. Before when I had wealth, my children
have married to the superior Orma, but of  those who are behind after I
lost my animals, one of my sons is married to a foreigner, and he married
her because of lack of wealth. He married from these people who stay by
the riverside, these farmers.

The Orma culture is against that but lack of wealth has made this to be
and my children have gone wild. I feel very bad when my girls are married
to foreigners, when my sons are married to foreign girls. We have lost our
cultural superiority… I felt bad about it but what can I do? I have no
wealth like before; I’m not superior as before… I have agreed to it because
I have nothing else to do, since I have nothing today, I have no wealth; I
have no superiority, so that is why. Orma 9

This Orma elder says now he has become a farmer, custom has excluded his
girls and boys from marrying in the Orma community.  It is clear that for him
and other narrators, this is the cause of much distress.
My feeling is very bad. Unless God helps me out of it, I am feeling extremely
bad. My girls are not married by anyone from my community and my boys
cannot marry from my community because they belong to a family of soil
diggers. I am also not invited to any issues pertaining to my community
and I am losing my identity…Only two of them were married when I used
to have some cattle, but the rest are just at home. I have two mature girls;
one of them is 30 years old and the other one is 27 years old. But the other
two who are married, one of them was married at the age of 16 and the
other one was married at 15 years .Orma 12

This Orma elder says the loss of their animals has turned them into charcoal
burners and into the same class of people with whom they never used to
intermarry:
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The cutting of firewood for sale isn’t in our tradition also, but there are
those called tumtu (blacksmiths) who used to do so. The tumtu made things
to make metal items. These people are among the Orma, but they don’t
intermarry with us. So in connection with that, those people who cut
firewood for sale are the same as tumtus. The Ormas who have animals
don’t marry our daughters. Orma 13

But one young Orma girl feels not all these changes are negative; she believes
that the community needs to break its bonds and face up to reality, and that
more contact with other groups can help the Orma develop:
There is a great change because in the past our girls were just to be married
among us, not to intermarry… but now they intermingle with other people
and intermarry...  The tradition wanted us to remain alone Orma and Orma
alone. But according to me, I see [intermarriage] as normal and in fact I
want it to be encouraged because we are also developing by doing so.
Orma 11

5.3 The effects of resettlement on religious practices: “there is no
celebration”
The loss of wealth in the process of resettlement led to the loss of religion
and religious practices for both the Orma and Boran pastoralists. Narrators
talk about the reduction in attendance at the madras (school for Islamic
education) and the conversion of their children to Christianity. Religious
festivals such as the pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca, the celebration of
the birth of prophet Mohammed and other religious festivals are not marked
by the ceremony that they used to be. The narrators shed some light on how
it used to be and how they have finally come to see the ceremony.  One elder
from the Orma says he has been to Mecca twice but that was before his
displacement. The impact of being resettled, he says, has been the same for
everyone because according to him:
Nobody goes to Mecca nowadays, unlike before, because of the drastic
change. People have now become poor and destitute. I assure you nobody
has been to Mecca since we were moved and since we came to Assa. And
the reason being people have become poor and are unable to go. Not
many people take their children for Islamic teaching. This is because in
the past people had animals to pay for their Islamic teachers…now there
are no animals for one to pay for the Islamic education of his son. Even
the old madras in Assa is already broken to pieces and is no longer in
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existence. The mosque is equally falling apart and people cannot even
pray in it. In the past people used to come together and celebrate the
month of Mowlid, the month the prophet Mohammed was born - peace be
upon him - by slaughtering animals. Nowadays people don’t come together
because they don’t have the animals to slaughter any more. Orma 1

He goes on to say that the lack of religious education means young people
do not have regard for religion as they used to:
…the present generation have not much respect for our religion because
they have not enough education about Islam. They don’t take the religion
seriously. You don’t see them, for example, reading the holy Quran as
required because they don’t even know [how] and you also don’t see any
dedication towards the religion in them. This is a big change .Orma 1

Another old man says they no longer celebrate Mowlid and that he never
goes to Mecca the way he used to:
During the old days when it reaches Mowlid I used to slaughter animals,
call people, people ate and celebrated and prayed to God for prosperity.
[But now]�I can’t because I don’t have the wealth that I had before…when
I had animals I used to go for pilgrimage but now it is too long since I went
and this was brought about by lack of wealth. Orma 9

This narrator did not go to formal school and did not manage to complete his
Islamic education because his father’s animals perished.  He says:
I haven’t studied Islamic religion much but I learned something, just enough
to perform with prayers. According to our religion and culture, when
studying the Quran it is a must for everybody to pay a heifer after
completing the course and thus I wasn’t able to do that because our livestock
have already perished when I was young so I couldn’t get a chance to
study this Quran.

He explains how other religious activities have also been affected by their
eviction and the subsequent loss of the animals that facilitated some of these
religious practices:
During the old days, in the month of Mowlid, our people used to gather
together, animals were collected and slaughtered, foods prepared and we
prayed hard. Now, as we don’t have the animals, we can’t afford this so we
have a lot of problems, as we can’t do what we want to do. There is nowhere
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the children can be taught, since nobody is willing to pay something.
Nobody comes together for even prayer, this is so because when we moved
from where we were and were coming to where we are, nobody built even a
mosque. People couldn’t build because the livestock all died and there
was nothing to build with. Orma 10

Another elder says people are humbled by the little they have and forgo
such gatherings.  As for him, he feels there is nothing to celebrate:
In the past, during the month of Ramadan we used to build a small boma
(cowshed-like structure used for prayer) to enable us to pray together and
break the fast together in the evening.  Every one of us used to buy something
and bring it to such a gathering in order to seek God’s rewards.  But now
that we are all depending on maize, in which case some may have and
others may not have it, we have completely stopped coming together.  Even
those who would have liked to take something to such a gathering, the
much they have is so little that they feel ashamed to present such a small
meal.  Others do not have anything to take to the gatherings.  We have
stopped coming together now and everyone breaks the fast at his own
place.

This elder also says people do not learn the Quran or go for pilgrimage as
they used to and he points out that some young people, including his own
son, have been converted to Christianity:
Long time ago when we had animals, people used to learn the Quran a lot
and pay some animals, but now there are no animals so people can’t learn
like before. I am Hajji, I went for pilgrimage when I was27 years old, now
there is no way I can go for pilgrimage due to poverty…Some of our children
fell into Christianity; there is my son who became a Christian, and he was
26 years old by then. I chased him away from home …He is, as I have
learned, in the eastern side of the country. He is with those colleagues that
made him Christian.

This Orma girl agrees that some youths were converted to Christianity -
because, she says, of the assistance they were given:
Some have become converts of Christians because the Christians help the
children in the payment of fees and they constructed rehabilitation centres
for them. These converts were cursed and chased away from their homes.
Orma 11
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5.4 The effect of displacement on young people: “now they don’t
even have a culture”
Resettlement, whatever form it took, brought particular consequences for
women and young people. This section looks at the consequences of the
disruption to a normal life for youth, who are no longer following a life of
pastoralism or growing up in the culture and traditions of their fathers and
forefathers.

One frustrated Orma parent says:
The first change is we have been having cattle since we were born, but we
have lost our cattle now because our grazing lands have been grabbed by
the scheme. On the other hand, even the schools that we have built when
we had cattle have now all been broken and we cannot renovate them and
therefore our children have left schooling. The children who were in school
in those days are now, all of them, charcoal burners, and some are in
Malindi doing other petty jobs like watchmen.

The scheme has died and we have no alternative but even our children
have become charcoal burners; nobody owns anything and everybody is
working on trees, felling one after the other.  Every one of us had to buy an
axe for both boys and girls and work as charcoal burners.

He says the sedentary life has caused more harm than good to them, especially
in view of the damage it has inflicted on youth:
The life of staying in one place is not good for the children of Orma and
for all, since the children and youth have completely grown to be wild as
they steal people’s property, they kill wild animals.  All this has been brought
by this sedentary life and we really don’t like it.

One of the biggest changes is happening to our youth - the way they look
up to their elders, never to take their orders for this and other things. We
see our lives to be bleak.… The only way is to pray to God so that he gives
us prosperity of our good old days, as Orma saying goes “For all the times
Orma can’t miss God”. Orma 8
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Children of the displaced, many of whom work as low-paid
labourers

Another elder concurs,
All are affected but youth are severely affected because long time ago the
youth used to do a lot of the cultural performances but now they don’t
even have a culture, they just copy everything they see.

There is a lot of change, for instance our children have completely deviated
from our culture; they do what was taboo to us.  They go with the children
of these foreigners and eventually they adapt to their way of life. This is a
problem. They killed snakes that we used not to kill before as some of them
symbolised rain.  Orma 9

This Ethiopian refugee who had to escape to Kenya for safety says he lost
the chance to be educated:
I was in school so when my father told me to leave Ethiopia with him I
came and since that time, my father did not have anything to educate me
with so I have not got any education. And I started doing manual work and
with time I started my own life and continued from there. Amhara 4
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This young man says he cannot marry because he lacks animals. He also says
his generation have lost respect for the old, and that the traditional games
that their parents played are now foreign to the young people. He, like others,
comments that young people have fallen prey to missionaries, who have
influenced them and made them change their faith.
According to our tradition, I was to marry long ago: it is our culture that
sons marry when they are 18 years old, while women when they are 15
years old. Since we don’t have animal wealth we can’t marry; only those
with animals can marry.

The old people are still sticking to their culture but the people who are
completely changed are the youth. There are no animals thus the boys
can’t get wives and the girls get old before being married.

During the past people used to respect one another but there is nothing
now; even children don’t respect the old. That behaviour has changed
because in the past the age mates used to play/dance hinese (traditional
Orma dance and singing in praise of friends and animals,  performed by
men and women) and do a lot of games, but now people have become wild,
any person just looks to his own affairs without remembering his brother.

There are even some youths who have gone astray from their religion. This
is so because the parents of these youths don’t know the religion and they
haven’t taught their kids about the religion. So when these youths go to
town they are taken by some missionaries and are converted to Christianity.
Orma 10

This elder is a bitter man, especially about the loss of Islamic faith and
culture among the young.  He explains why:
Some of the younger generation have already married some Christians
and have themselves become Christians, including my son and daughter
who are both married to them. I have personally not gone to see where
they are, but the way I am told they have both become Christians. Many
others have become like them.

The younger generations are the ones mostly affected by this change. They
are the ones who have completely lost their culture and way of life. My



53

feeling is that this is a very bad change that can eventually make us lose
our identity.

What makes me most unhappy is the way our children are getting spoilt. In
my lifetime, I have never seen an Orma girl who is said to be going with a
man to a bar, or sleeping with a man not married to her. Today, you will
hear the daughter of so and so was seen with a certain man in a certain
bar and they were seen dancing. This is very shameful and really
embarrassing to the whole of the Orma community and we have to do
something to stop it. Orma 12

This elder says he hates the changes in youth’s attitude and behaviour so
much that he feels death is better than the shame of what is happening:
What I actually hate is that of our children, our daughters, that have
completely fallen from our hands and gone with these foreigners,
committing a lot of bad acts…this is something so terrible to us, better
death than this.

Our lifestyle has completely changed. Our children dig or till land that
they never did before, even their behaviour has also changed to foreign
ways, for example our women are being married by people we don’t know,
people not of our blood. And the boys move to the town. Some of them
drink, others smoke funny things and, yes, others go out with foreigners
and they do whatever people do. Our youth have changed completely, they
dress like these foreigners, and they plait their hair like them, play and
dance like them …. Orma 13

Younger people may view the changes differently. This young Orma narrator
agrees that resettlement has facilitated changes in the roles of boys and girls.
But some changes are good and even those that are not, she says, are often
because young people had no choice:
The youth are the most affected. They have deviated from our previous
culture. The young boys do activities like fetching firewood, charcoal
burning and become servants - that is not allowed in our tradition. They
are looked down upon, but they have no alternative, even  if  the work is
bad.
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In her case, resettlement meant she got an education and can lead a good
life:
My time was consumed by education. If it were not for education I would
also be married and bear children. Even my age mates were married and
have two to three children .I feel better because those girls who are married
at an early age - after they give birth, their children become a burden to
them.
Before, she points out, tradition did not even allow girls to go to school,
although she admits some prejudice remains against educated women like
herself:
No. Boys were the only loved and educated ones.  They say the boys, after
they complete their studies, will be employed and assist their parents - but
if they educate girls, the girls will go to their husbands, or become
prostitutes. They even think evil about us who are educated. Orma 11
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6. Changing roles: the effect of displacement on men and
women

As these extracts suggest, resettlement brought many changes to women’s
roles in the family and in the community, and often-additional responsibilities.
This has in turn caused shifts in the way men and women perceive their roles
and position in society.

Before, there were clear lines of responsibility for men and women.  But
much has changed since resettlement.  Loss of property has meant that
husbands have divorced their wives, as this old man confesses.
Resettlement had really brought harm since I had four women and when I
lost my wealth I sent one back to her father. I have divorced. I did this
because I don’t have enough wealth to support all these wives and I had to
do so.

He goes on to explain how communal roles have changed and put an extra
burden on women, even if they remain with their husband:
During the old days men used to defend the family to herd the cows and
even milk the cows. The women used to milk the cows and do other
housework, but they couldn’t be compared to the men. Now women are
doing more work than men since they go to the bush to cut firewood to sell
- thus they are the breadwinners of the family nowadays. Even they are
called and informed on issues that were only to be discussed by men.
Orma 9

This Orma elder agrees that many women have taken over the role of men as
breadwinners, because loss of livestock has reduced the responsibility of
men to provide food for family, and water and pasture for the animals.
Long ago I was the family breadwinner, since I had cows, but now she has
more responsibility for she does a lot of work to bring food. I was more
responsible and powerful as I dug wells, looked after the cows, I was much
more committed than now. Now she cuts down firewood, she goes to the
farm, so she is much busier than me.
He used to engage his sons for marriage without even informing her, but now
she is the one who does this and he “just agrees”:
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Yes, my first wife has done so, to engage her oldest son, so she told me all
about it and she was the one to be responsible since the money is hers, the
fact that she is the one who works. And also the boy has his part to play as
he also brings some small amounts. That is how  it is - in fact I can’t help
it, but just agree to whatever I am told.

He goes on to explain the kind of work he now does, which used to be
looked down upon:
I do what is done by the women when they are at home …unlike what men
used to do including herding, digging wells or looking for places with
adequate pasture for the cattle. Now that the cattle are no longer there,
men and women do the same kind of work and when I remain at home I
normally do the work done by the women when they themselves are at
home…[this] includes taking care of younger kids and cooking of food for
the children. I do all these. Orma 13

Changing roles: without livestock to care for many men take more
responsibility for their children while their wives earn cash income

outside the home
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Some women have returned to their original families because of the changes
in the status of their husbands. This Orma elder elaborates:
Oh, terrible things happened, many people have divorced their wives. Two
of my daughters have been divorced, brought home to me and I am now
taking care of them with their children. So this change has caused terrible
family breakages. Many women also ran away from their husbands who
have become destitute and who turned to farming and charcoal burning
as a source of their livelihoods. Orma 1

Other family separations were caused by the need to resettle. This narrator
says that when they escaped from Ethiopia, they had to leave his mother
behind:
My mother remained there because she had young children who could not
walk so we left her behind with the children and she got a lot of problems
with them.  The items in the house - the chairs [and the] clothes were all
looted and she begged and fed the children and also worked for people to
feed and educate her children and some of them are still with her.
Amhara 4

Being a single parent is hard. This narrator survived both physical and
emotional harassment. Her husband was arrested and her property seized by
the government:
Myself - the first child I had was a boy and later I got a baby girl while my
husband was in prison.  When he was arrested I had conceived.  So I gave
birth to the girl, and we suffered a lot…later, the government possessed
the plot where we lived and… a farm that we had grown cotton on, a big
farm was taken from us.

She describes the difficulties she went through as they escaped from Ethiopia:
So the fights continued and we lost many people…whenever we wanted to
fetch water, we were attacked at the wells…many people were killed…my
husband…shot [an enemy soldier] dead…and  told me to run... I had a
child on my back…So the fights went on and on, the men pushing us behind
and fighting….Us, the women, some of them ran away…but I did not want
to run away.  You know, my heart, the truth of God, I am as strong as a man
and I know I am very stubborn and strong too.  At the time I had given
birth to only three children so I was stronger and fearless.
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Despite her strength, this fearless narrator found after her husband died that
“a woman without a husband is an entrance without a door”, because she
lacks protection from problems or enemies:
I got many problems.  I suffered a lot, became very sick; my children cried
to me for food, they ran to me for fees. The teacher chased them to me, I
chased them back to school - so you see I struggled a lot. You see if we are
in a foreign land together, he can go and get some manual work for our
upkeep and I would have gone to do some work myself, maybe burn charcoal
for sale, [or] farm. So when he goes one way, I go the other to make ends
meet - but now, the things that he used to do for me and shelter us like an
umbrella [are gone]- now my name is “mother to the orphans”. It’s true
you see that a woman without a husband is very bad, even the Boran say a
woman without a husband is an entrance without a door.  The
responsibilities that we used to share, are all looking up to me [now].
Because of that, I am having a lot of difficulties myself. Amhara 14

Another narrator shares with us how, after her husband was arrested, she had
to fend alone for her children and the livestock. She says in the absence of a
male, people take advantage of a woman head of household:
If you lose your animals you have problems right? So I lost about 400
goats. I was not even with my husband so everything depended on me. I
had to make decisions; I had to look after my children and provide for
them and ensure their safety so it was not easy for me.

I am a woman and having to manage the children and the livestock was a
challenge. I had to look for a responsible herd boy to look after the animals
and in the process most of the animals were either sold by the caretaker or
stolen and I could not do much on my own. You know if there is a man in
the house, people fear to mismanage animals but I was alone and they
took advantage of that. Gabra 16

One mother describes how, being “single-handed”, she could not provide
for her children and they had to go without food for a week, which caused
her great pain.
The one thing that really hurt me was the problems I got with the children
being single-handed: the hunger, the clothing that I could not provide for
my children - and my husband was nowhere to help. So even today when I
reflect back, I do not want to think of what would have happened to my
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children. You know I…, had no source of income to cater for us and I could
not fulfil our needs.  In fact, there [were] several days, about a week, that
I had to go without food.  I had nothing and [at that time] there were
traders who used to go up to Moyale to get things for sale.  They… put
their donkeys at my door.  I came out and told them that they were travellers,
hungry and tired, but I did not have food to give them. I said I could give
them drinking water but nothing more. So they said [give us] water and
cooking pots. So I did and I told my children that we should leave the
house because I did not want my children to cry for their food.  They
cooked, ate and left some for us so we survived for a few more days….
Her daughters were forced to eat the bark from trees, she continues, but they
finally emerged from this painful experience.
There is another son of mine, who died; he said could not sit back and
watch his sisters starve so he went and looked for some bark, and gave
them to the girls. My children never left the house; I did not let them beg
for food from neighbours.   Luckily the Missionary Father came to the
village and my son told him about our problems.  The Father was very
angry with the villagers and asked them why they did not tell him of a
family that had gone without food for almost a week.  The elder told him
they did not know about us and that they would have helped us. Gabra 16

But some changes have brought improvements in their wake. The same young
Orma woman who mentioned that she has benefited from the chance to have
an education, describes other positive aspects of life since resettlement.  In
the old days, she says, women were not respected but with the changes in
their roles and responsibilities, they now are being seen as more valuable:
They were taken as inferiors in the homes, they had no say in front of men;
they were not even given the accorded respect. They have now improved
because even the women are now working so they are now the same [as
men]. They share decision-making and in anything else there is gender
sensitivity.

Men: they did activities like digging wells, looking after animals and the
whole family. After losing their property there is no proper job except
charcoal burning, gathering firewood and water fetching, which women
mostly do. The men and women do different jobs and they give out what
they have made to the family to be used, so they give out equally, sharing
responsibilities Orma 11
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7. The narrators’ final impressions: “being helpless is
something you cannot forget”
Here narrators express their feelings about their new life and the old one.
While some feel that they have found some stability and security, and even
prefer the resettled existence, the majority say they would give a great deal
to return to the nomadic life, drinking milk, eating meat, and moving from
place to place.  The self-sufficiency of their pastoralist existence is clearly
something many deeply regret losing; resettlement has all too often brought
dependence on others in one form or another.

It seems, not surprisingly, that younger people have settled more easily, even
though they are aware of what they have lost in terms of cultural identity
and security.  Many older people admit that giving up such a distinctive
lifestyle late in life is so hard that, even if certain aspects of the new life are
better, they prefer to stay with the traditions, which have moulded the way
they grew up.  One narrator explains: “The changes that came, came in my
old age - so it’s still new to me and I still crave for the lifestyle that I am
used to.”

Many continue to be haunted by feelings of powerlessness and loss: “What I
will never forget are my cattle.  You know if cattle rustlers steal animals
from you, you can try to get them back unless you feel it’s beyond your
reach, but if it is the government, you cannot fight it… being helpless is
something you cannot forget.”

The past life of herding was far much better, says this Orma elder, who
highlights the loss of self-sufficiency: “now we beg for food, water and
almost everything.”
Now there is a great difference. In the past if someone is left with only five
cows due to some calamities, after five years the said person would be
self-sufficient again…but now, if you are left with five animals, you will
never progress or improve because…there is no water and there is no
suitable grazing land, therefore animals don’t increase in number… In the
past there were no poor people in the community because everybody had
hundreds of cattle that sustained our lives…  in the past, we have been
wealthy. We never asked anything from the government, but since we were
evicted from Sabaki and Kungu we have become beggars. We beg for food,
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water and almost everything, Including our land. This is a big problem.
Life was better for us in the past. Orma 1

This narrator, who left his home when he was young, feels differently, and
says that farming has become part of his life:
I find the present life better. You know, the past life in Waso, I left when I
was young and I returned there when i was an adult, so the people there in
waso are the way they are - and for me, my life is what I have grown up
being part of and I am happy with the life i am leading now. [The normadic
life] is not a bad life.....[But farming] has become part of me, part of my
body - I cannot live without farming. Boran 3

This Boran elder, who was displaced from “the land of nine rivers”, says he
will continue to practise the normadic life with the little stock he has until
he dies. Yet he is managing to be a man of “two worlds”, balancing an urban
existence,  where some of his children are in school or work, with “this life
of mobility”.
The life of livestock, I will not leave it until I die. Even now my few cattle
that i have, I move with the especially during the dry season. Like now, I
take my spear, axe and a jerrican of water, and I go with the cattle and
goats in search of pasture so that they survive the drought. When the dry
spell is over, I bring the animal back and leave them with the children and
come to town to check on those children who are in school, or who live in
town. I sell a young bull or a goat, bring the money and pay their school
fees - so I am not leaving the life of normadism, neither am I staying away
from towns, so I am in both.[But] I really feel bad, I was used to alot of
livestock, I had 700 herds of cattle, 1000 goats and I lost all, I feel very
bad. Life- an individual cannot squeeze it out of himself, but it’s a bad life
[to lead] and I feel very bitter:....displacement is what led to our loss of
livestock so my bitterness is about our removal from that land and nothing
else.

Given an opportunity to choose his way of life again, what would he take
up? He answers that livestock rearing is the only way to restore his family’s
“good heart”:
Livestock, I would take up livestock rearing. Because I know about livestock,
livestock is better, they have good milk, good meat and even when sold, it
brings good money, but the small farm that we are farming has no benefit
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to stay with people,  but now they have no good health, no good food and
no good heart to live with people and in the new settled area. Boran 6

This Orma elder feels that the loss of adventure and change that the nomadic
life entailed has had especially bad effects on young people:
…someone with animals gets new adventures moving from place to place.
This is called yattani  in Orma, which means settling in a new area. This is
quite advantageous to the herdsmen: as the animals go to new areas, they
change weather conditions and thus they get fatter. The life of staying in
one place is not good to the children for Orma: the children and youth
have grown to be completely wild as they steal people’s property, they kill
wild animals.  All this has been brought about by this sedentary life and
we really don’t like it. This new lifestyle has really affected lives and really
hurt us… The only way out of this situation is to pray to God so that he
gives us the prosperity of our good old days…Orma 8

Sharing responsibilities: Gabra men and women loading a camel
at a watering point

for us....... The life[my family] were leading when I had livestock, they had
good clothes, they had good food, good health, good face and good heart
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How do the past and the present lives compare?  “My dear, they are not
comparable” says this Orma elder:
As far as we are concerned that very life of moving up and down with our
cattle is by far better and preferable. It is better because of the animals,
and once the animals get good pasture and their condition improves, our
living condition also improves. Our livelihood entirely depended on the
cattle: any improvement of their condition guaranteed our improvement,
so much movement improved our condition as a whole…
I lost all my herd…I have been a herder since childhood and so much used
to animal products. Since we came here to Danisa, I am not getting milk,
I am not getting meat.  Now old men, children and women have all missed
milk. We are now feeding on maize… Orma 9

This young man from the Orma has no doubt that the previous nomadic life
was better. He feels particularly unhappy about the way people have been
reduced to begging:
During the past we had animals, we had land, but now we have nothing…in
my view staying in one place isn’t good at all, for our animals or us. Our
livestock depend on water and grass and we have to look for it; if we stay
in one place the water and the grass will finish, thus our animals will
perish. There isn’t any good in this new life…The Orma community
nowadays beg for maize and water. In the past we had cattle and we used
to depend on milk from our animals; now that we have lost our animals
people go begging for maize. If I tell the truth, I see this to be very bad. I
feel if we had our cattle all these problems would not have been there…but
our future looks very bleak.
Orma 10

This Orma girl differs, saying that although she misses her past nomadic
life, the settled life is a better one:
We are no longer nomad, because we are now leading a town life and a
better life. We have changed to a better life; we’re now leading a good
life…I don’t want to go back to a nomadic lifestyle because it was a hard
life, because we used to move, there was  no water and no food and people
even stayed for weeks without taking bath, but now it is not so in our new
homes. Orma 11
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With me these things of the past appear as a dream, as we don’t live like
our old good days; we have now become like servants or slaves so I feel
completely depressed in this new lifestyle. It is very different, as a long
time ago I used to move independently. I used to drink milk, I sell my
animals when there are no rains and obtain whatever I want, but now I am
forced to work for people to bring something home for the children. The
staying in one place is my greatest problem… when I used to move from
place to place my animals multiplied, but now there is no increase in

animals. Orma 13

This narrator, originally from Ethiopia, has some regrets about her status as a
refugee but is otherwise settled.  She feels that Kenya is her home now and
that she “has no reason to go back to Ethiopia”.
I prefer my life here, because I am used to this life. I just want this life, I am
used to it; my children do not understand the Ethiopian language anymore,
they know the Kenyan language, my in-laws are Kenyans, my grandchildren
are Kenyans. So I have no reason to go back to Ethiopia, I do not have a
husband to go back with, those to whom I have given birth are all here, so
even if I die, my children will bury me in a good way.
[The only thing which bothers me is] I used to be a citizen there, but here
I am a refugee.  My refugee status will not go and even the Kenyan citizens
here refer to me as a refugee; they say, “Look at that refugee, old
mother.”….They will say: “there is a refugee woman who has died” but
they will not refer to me by name.  So the difference is the name of “refugee”
which bothers me a little, because God knows we are all his children and
we are one. Amhara 14

This narrator says the present life of farming does not bring people the
“happiness and peace of mind” they had in their former “rural nomadic
lifestyle”.
…well, the lifestyle we led before was very good if we had not become poor
from losing our livestock, but the lifestyle today is difficult for us.

Having to stay in one place is the greatest problem for this Orma elder, who
is depressed by the loss of his former life of mobility and independence.
Now he has to work for people like a “servant”.
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In a way, I like my former lifestyle of herding despite having lost all our
stock and turning destitute.  When you lose all that your livelihood
depended on, you are faced with hunger - and hunger has the same face
whether you become hungry after losing your wealth or you had nothing
from the start.  But you know, when you look around, the way we live today
is very different.

However satisfied someone is, you will not detect it on their faces, because
the happiness and peace of mind we had in our rural nomadic lifestyles
before is not there.

She also explains that she feels some of the changes, which mean that the
younger generation do things differently, make her feel out of touch, and
even scorned for being “left behind”.
Even the Boran vernacular is difficult for us.  You may well ask how that is
possible because even now, we are speaking it, but it’s difficult because of
you young people.  You know two languages. You know that which you
learnt at school and your vernacular.  But for us, we know only one.  We do
not know your [other] language and the way you lead your lives surprises
us.  If we say we are going back to our old ways, you tell us we have been
left behind. What we understand is to graze and water our animals, milk
them in the evenings and drink our milk, but we did not know these things
of eating maize.
…We were used to wake up in the morning, milk the cows, take them to the
grazing fields, come back to the villages with clean hearts and happiness
without any problems or hatred but here you see, there are farms on one
side and a forest on the other, so there is no grazing … Even if we get old,
to the extent of walking with a stick, given the opportunity, we would still
want to live with livestock.  Milk is our favourite meal.  If you asked me
whether I would eat a spiced and well-prepared meal or milk, I will always
tell you to give me the milk because it cools my heart and satisfies me.
That is why we, the old generation, like the nomadic lifestyle. Gabra 15

Resettlement, especially where it brings major lifestyle changes, seems to
be especially hard for older people, as this narrator eloquently describes:
…if you ask me which lifestyle I would have preferred, I would given
anything to have my old lifestyle of herding back but it was just
circumstances that changed us.
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she says, one is happier when one has something to eat - and the resettled
area is better for farming.
You know we used to live in grass-thatched houses that do not have doors
but I like that better than the iron-roofed house I have here. Despite the
fact that this is my house, the tin roof does not impress me. I like my old
traditional house most. You see the grass-thatched house at times leaks
when it rains and my present house does not, but still I like the old house
because it is something that I was born to and loved all my childhood, so
that is why I love it like nothing else.  Even for security the present house
is good. At times when I go visiting my relatives who live in grass-thatched
houses without doors, I do not sleep well for the first two nights because I
am now used to a different kind of house, but still I miss my old lifestyle
and the urge to experience it is always there.
But for farms… this place is good unlike the hot arid areas where you
cannot do any farming. Despite the problem of cold here and also when it
rains, it gets slippery and you can easily fall down -  in the hot areas, the
rains are erratic - but despite all this, this place is good for food and even
the wellbeing of the people:  when you have enough food, you are happier.
Gabra 16

Another narrator, who left her home in Isiolo and now lives on a
resettlement scheme, has no doubt that she is happier now, free from fear
and insecurity.
I am happy because the life I had before was one of fear.  The raiders
killed many of our village mates and when I left there, I thought I would
lead a life of landlessness and be homeless. When we came and got land
and shelter, I was happy and contented. I now have a farm and a home
given to us by Father John. The area I came from was dry and the soils
unproductive.

But I like the life of eating meat and drinking milk from my animals. My
heart desires that a great deal. I long for the milk. It’s because since I was
born, I have lived that life. I got married in that life and that was my
foundation.  The changes that came, came in my old age - so it’s still new
to me and I still crave for the lifestyle that I am used to and that is good to
me…
Even the immediate environment of the housing is different.  But despite all

this, she is, however, getting used to some aspects of her new life. Above all,
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There was also insecurity and our lives were insecure. Here the soils are
fertile and when it rains, the crops do well and foods are plenty. We have
also a few livestock that we keep here and the place is peaceful compared
to my former area. I like peace, and even if one sleeps hungry and has
peace, he cannot ask for more. I am settled and happy with my life. Boran
17

This narrator, whose past existence was characterised by drought and food
shortages, also prefers her present life in Marsabit.
You see, when we came from Dirre, we had nothing at all. The life in
Maikona too was not good, the place is dry and if all animals die in drought,
you just sit and wait to be fed like the young one of a bird. You see when we
came here, we were settled and given a piece of land to farm on. We were
also given goats and bulls, and food as well. Before the droughts came, we
were comfortable with our few animals and the farm food that we got; so
the life that we got after we came here to the scheme was a good one.  We
had a home and land to depend on for food; Marsabit is not as dry as
Maikona. Boran 18

As people try to sum up their impressions of the new life and its positive and
negative aspects, they often express a sense of loss by recalling important
events, feelings or customs which they feel have been lost.  This Orma elder
says his fondest memories are of their foods, and the dances that they used
to perform. Now he feels as though he is living in a dream, living in a way he
never expected:
I miss my cultural food, milk, meat and blood, but now I don’t get these
things, we now eat maize that I never saw in my youth. We used to perform
and play a lot when we were young. After milking the cows, we used to
gather and play a game called hartito (game similar to rugby but played
without a ball; two sides try to touch their opponents) and also hinese
(traditional Orma dance and singing in praise of friends and animals,
performed by men and women) but now these things we don’t have time
for. Since we lost our animals, we just have to look for food for our survival.

We also performed a dance called hola. This is an Orma dance for old
people, where people praised their animals, praised their uwich (women),
praised their children and even praised their land.
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and the other is the difference between the way my parents led a comfortable
life in the past and the misery we are living in today. Orma 10

I remember the way I used to sing for the gourd full of sour milk, says this
young Orma girl, and how I could drink milk whenever I wanted and play
with my age mates.
I mostly remember how I use to sing for the gourd with the sour milk until
it produces butter but I am now missing it terribly. I fetched firewood; we
caught calves when the cows were milked and could drink milk whenever
you want…but now milk is scarce and also expensive so you can… only
[afford it] for tea. The age mates used to play together, they plaited hair
for one another, they danced in the traditional way; all this is hard to find
nowadays. Orma 11

Several people recall with great sadness how they once had status in the
community, like this Orma elder, but now, he says, “Nobody comes to see
me”.
When I remember during the days when I had a large number of steers,
when I could drink milk the way I wanted, those good days when I could
marry to my wish and to my choice - when I think of all these things I feel
downcast…I was recognised in the community, I was known by the old and
young, I was known by my relatives but now since I have lost my animals
nobody knows one, nobody comes to me. Why? As I am a charcoal burner,
I’m the same as the blacksmith. Orma 13

They also praised their superiority, and they praised the environment where
the cows grazed.. I used to be the soloist of that dance. Now I feel very
bad, it is like a dream for me to experience this kind of life, something I
never expected. Orma 9

This young Orma man is saddened by the loss of love they had for each
other as a community:
What used to make me happy in the past and what I am missing today is
the large herds of cattle we used to own and the love we used to have for
one another. One thing that I feel very bad and unhappy about is poverty
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 Bisqddera village where a displaced pastoralist community
settled.  After losing their animals they have become totally

dependant on charcoal burning for their livelihood.

His feelings are echoed by another Orma elder:
These are the things that I greatly loved, for instance the gathering of the
elder [and] the neighbours, as I was one of the head elders - I was
considered a respectable elder but now nobody even listens to me, I have
been dumped. Orma 8

Finally, this narrator sums up the feelings of many when she describes how
deeply she misses her livestock, which had provided her family with their
food, drink and lifestyle. “I know their sweetness and worth,” she says.
Her bitterness at the government for making it impossible to resume the
pastoralist life, and the sense of powerlessness this creates, is in her mind all
the time, she says.
What always bothers me, even in my sleep, is the cattle that the government
took from us; that was the cause of all the changes in my life, so even when

I am in bed, when the government is mentioned, that’s what awakens me.  I
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had milked them with my own hands, I had sold them and so I know their
sweetness and worth.  Since my childhood, I had lived with, eaten and
drunk from livestock; my children, when they were born, the same thing
happened until we were dispossessed - so what I feel bitter about is just
that loss.  I can still remember the way those calves left behind were crying
for their mothers.  I am very bitter about that loss. What I will never forget
are my cattle.  You know if cattle rustlers steal animals from you, you can
try to get them back unless you feel it’s beyond your reach, but if it is the
government, you cannot fight it so, you see, being helpless is something
you cannot forget. Gabra 15
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8. List of narrators

List of narrators showing first names, gender, age, ethnic group
and the district in which they were interviewed.

1. Kuno, male, 58 years, Orma (Tana River)
2. Hussein, male, 41 years, Borana ( Marsabit)
3. Osman, male, 38 years, Borana (Marsabit)
4. Getachew, male, 41 years, Amhara (Marsabit)
5. Hussein, male, 51 years, Borana (Isiolo)
6. Girr, male, 62 years, Borana (Isiolo)
7. Guyo, male, 25 years, Gabra (Marsabit)
8. Wario, male, 64 years, Orma (Tana River)
9. Elema, male, 70 years, Orma (Tana River)
10. Jarre, male, 26 years, Orma (Tana River))
11. Amina, female, 21 years, Orma (Tana River)
12. Roba, male, 50 years, Orma (Tana River)
13. Abashora, male,  47 years, Orma (Tana River)
14. Shawaye, female, 60 years, Amhara (Marsabit)
15. Wayam, female, 54 years, Gabra (Marsabit)
16. Iyalo, female, 56 years, Gabra (Marsabit)
17. Jillo, female, 50 years, Boran (Marsabit)
18. Sake, female, 58 years, Boran (Marsabit)






