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This book is dedicated to the communities of the Lower Tana 
sub-catchment in Garissa County Kenya, in particular Khorweyne, 

Balambala, Saka, Tula, and Boka areas; and, the Upper Aswa-Agago 
sub-catchment in Lira, Otuke and Alebtong Districts in Uganda, in

 particular, the Artwotngo Parish. Thank you for sharing your inspirational 
testimonies with the world. Your spirit of survival is creating a brighter 

future for the next generation of stewards.      

Stewards Rising
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To encourage parents to send their 
children to school rather than 

spending their days herding livestock, 
Kenyan authorities in the 1960s intro-
duced a daring rule in my community: 
The water pan could ONLY be used if 
one’s child was in school. Naturally, we 
made sure to attend school -- if not for 
the mere fact that it eased our moth-
ers’ chores -- water is solely a woman’s 
responsibility. 

While others started dropping out 
and returned to a life of pastoral-

ism, my mother encouraged me to con-
tinue. I too could have dropped out. As 
if by premonition, today, as the extreme 
dry Lower Tana River sub-catchment 
area hits a critical point, I return to the 
area armed with a doctoral degree in 
Natural Resources Management, passion, 

and most importantly, an understand-
ing of the culture that is very rich in 
conservation knowledge. 

My affinity for the environment 
started as small boy. I remember 

eating wild fruits. My mother treated 
me with herbal medicine. At the height 
of drought, we knew to drink water 
from tree trunks. The old folks told the 
story of wells offering enough water 
for people and cattle. However, many 
of our problems started at Kenya’s 
independence when people started as-
sociating “Uhuru” with being free from 
rules pertaining to natural resources. 
To top it off, national borders emerged, 
which limited access to water and land. 
You can just imagine how that affects a 
nomadic pastoral community. 

The problems that emerged were 
dire; not only did we lose our rich 

tradition of conservation that was 
replaced by modern law, but both hu-
man and livestock populations in-
creased, which added pressure to the 
environment. The whole situation was 
made worse by increasing number of 
droughts. The water scarcity caused 
many types of conflict among the com-
munity.

Our project recognizes these prob-
lems and understands that tradi-

tional knowledge is important. We work 
closely with the community to revive 
traditional conservation law, combining 
it with modern law. The communities 
are living their dreams of becoming 
stewards of nature again.

What is our life without water?

“My roots are deeply buried in this community. Born 
a pastoralist, I was brought up with camel’s, milk and 
meat. I received my education because of water, which 
I now help to conserve. It is in my heart. I prefer to be 
here in Garissa because this is where I belong.”

Ahmed Mohammed, PhD 
Programme Officer

Building Drought Resilience through 
Water and Land Managment Project 
Lower Tana Basin Kenya 
IUCN Eastern and Southern Africa 
Regional Programme
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“Now, communities can use 
water for both people and 
livestock in an organized 
way, satisfying our basic 

needs again.”



My grandparents used to tell us stories 
about their days. They described life as 

easy and happy. They did not have banks or 
money, but they had their wealth of cattle and 
goats that provided milk and meat. They culti-
vated the little bit of land to supplement their 
food supply. 

Things began to change in the 1970s when 
a neighbouring tribe, claiming that all cat-

tle in the world belonged to them, raided our 
farms, stealing our cattle and raping women. 
Right after losing our wealth, a struggle for 
political power spiralled out of control around 
1987 when the “Lord’s Resistance Army” began 
to terrorize people. We were living in Gulu then. 
I was about five or six years old, but remember 
my parents’ tensions. We became refugees 
when family members were forced to kill their 
own kin. Women and children were abducted, 
never to return. For about 20 years, most of us 
stayed in displacement camps under the pro-

tection of very unpopular international NGOs. 
By 2008, when Joseph Kony and his terror gang 
were pushed out of the country, people started 
slowly to return home. 

In very timid fashion, our people arrived in 
stages; at first, to see if indeed the area was 

safe. Upon their return, they found their homes 
burned down, the grass and trees growing wild.  
The land was their only resource to survive. 
Not surprisingly, they reverted to what 
they learned in the camps to earn cash: 
cutting trees to make charcoal, which they 
could sell. They cleared the forests for 
farmland and expanded their fields into 
wetlands to grow rice. 

Environmental conflicts emerged that 
spiralled into people’s homes when 

drained wetlands caused flooding of farm 
fields during heavy rains. Our women 
carried most of this burden of frustration; 
there was a constant struggle for money 

in the households and domestic violence 
increased. 

IUCN came in to help communities cope 
with the extremes of flooding followed 

by droughts. Our project worked with 
main wetland ‘Hotspot-Parishes’ to help to 
start living in harmpny with nature again. 
Having trained as an environmentalist, it 
was important for me to come back and 
work with the community. I relate to the 
women. We talk as sisters. We share the 
same experiences of running away at 
night, getting beaten by the rain, wonder-
ing where it is safe and where our next 
meal would come from. When they say, ‘I 
am a returnee,’ I know exactly what they 
are talking about. I believe our shared 
experiences formed the basis for trust, and 
helped make the project successful. 

Powering the future.
“People were hopeless and traumatized when they came 
back from the camps. With a whole generation brought 
up as refugees, they lost the rich culture of community 
and diverse food supply.  People thought of themselves 
first, not trusting anyone, let alone an organization like 
IUCN. I could relate. I myself was abducted twice.”

Gertrude Ogwok

Project Assistant

Building Drought Resilience through 
Water and Land Managment Project

Upper Aswa-Agago Basin, Uganda

IUCN Eastern and Southern Africa 
Regional Programme
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“Since the wetlands have been re-
stored, people have noticed that the 
wetland hold water for the entire dry 
season. Last year, the wetland held no 
water during the dry season.“
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Local Communities Driving Change.
Security, tradition and self-direction: The values driving 
communities to change  practices and behaviors.

A severe drought in 2010/ 2011 that af-
fected the entire East Africa region di-

rected the Austrian Development Cooperation 
to invest in the Eastern and Southern African 
Regional Programme of the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature’s project, which aims 
to improve community resilience to drought and 
flood through nature-based solutions.

The Building Drought Resilience through Water 
and Land Management project is implemented 

in partnership with the Governments of Kenya 
and Uganda, and others. 

“I want to rely on myself.”

“My wife and children do not get as sick anymore.”

“My husband does not cane me anymore as I am 
improving our income. . . we have more unity now.”

“This sheep of mine made me see my future . . . it 
produced more litter. I can sell the sheep and make 

money. In the future, I can see I am progressing. ”

“We have food to eat now and storing 
some for the dry season. My kids get good 
nutrition.” 

“We are pastoralists. During the drought, 
the only place that offered food were the 

farms. We knew then it was important to have 
an alternative.”

“I am happy because I now have a say.”

8
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What is Drought?

“In 2010, I saw in this part of the world 
goats eating other goats because of lack 

of pasture and fodder. I saw warthogs, out of 
desperation, putting their horns into sheep 
that have drank water to drink that water. I saw 
birds eating the carcasses of other animals for 
food.” 

“We had no rain for two consecutive 
years. The local tributary of the Tana river 

dried up and became a “Lagha” [dry river]. Trees 
died because of drought and fell down. Camels 
had to be lifted up by men.” 

“80% of our livestock died. Government 
had to step in with relief programs and pro-

vide regular lorries with water for us to drink.” 

9

“All our crops and farmlands got destroyed.” 

The water table 
of this well -- 

the only one in 
about 200 km2 
of drylands -- is 

is receding.



To be resilient is to prepare for the uncertainties of tomorrow. 
People experience surprises from political, economic, financial 

and/ or environmental shocks. Yet, for every stumble, communi-
ties have learnt how to pick up the pieces and move forward. This 
spirit of survival, adaptation and being flexible is what helps one 
overcome challenges,. That is what being resilience is all about. 

The path to being resilient lies in working through the stress 
and pain of lack of resources, natural disasters, and more. We 

acquire resilience when we gain the necessary skills and knowledge 

to handle stressful situations or to give us peace of minds. 

When you save money for a rainy day, you are being resil-
ient because you are prepared. When you plant a variety 

of crops that can help you in times of drought or floods, you are 
taking precautions and thus being resilient. You might not be 
able to stop flooding, but you can build protection using natural 
solutions to withstand the effects of flooding. When we share 
natural resources, we need everyone’s input to plan and manage 
it effectively; and be better prepared for potential shocks.  

What is resilience?
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By-laws are community-established rules and regulations that 
guide the management, access and use of shared natural re-

sources, including water. All by-laws are written by the community 
and bring together traditional knowledge with those of today’s 
formal institutions. 

The important thing about the By-laws is they have given 
power back to traditional structures, such as the Council of 

Elders. Now, the rights of local people have been strengthened to 
take care of their own resources.

Everthing has a law.

“We had to go through the by-laws when 
we started demarcating the wetlands.” 

“Everything has a law.  If you refuse, 
the law is there to guide what the 

consequences would be.” 

“We called for leaders from all the 21 
villages in our Parish. The community 

only accepted a law that would make their 
lives better.”  11



“In the past, women were ignored; I as Betty could not stand 
next to a man to go for any government work. The men 
undermined us. When IUCN came, I saw the potential to 
make a difference and encouraged women to participate in 
the Community Environment Conservation Fund. The men came around 
when they saw how our lives improved. As a public figure, I 
have been elevated in the community, and I helped to lift the 

other women too. ”  

I have been elevated.

  -- Achen Betty, Women Representative 
Artwotngo Parish, Okwang Sub-County, Uganda

Iwanted to show that women also have the capacity to stand 
and make a difference. That is why I ran to become the Women 

Representative for Artwotngo Parish.

I saw from other districts that their lives were getting better and 
I wanted the same for my community. Our problems here were 

not the same as other districts.  In our Parish, we don’t have a 
lot of educated people. One of the reasons was that girls never 
went to school. As a woman, our role was to have children. So I 
encouraged the women to join me in the campaign for our Par-
ish to become part of the project.  

Our first activity was to create the By-laws. We started with 
Parish meetings and then met with all 21-village leaders 

in the Parish. We now meet every month to discuss community 
issues. I chair these meetings.

I have now learnt to hold meetings. I know how to get my com-
munity to come together and take a decision. I understand the 

importance of having many different types of food that we can 
use during the dry and wet seasons. I know now how to manage 
the wetland so it can serve us better. I have learnt to save money 
and budget for tomorrow. I now teach others what I know.12



A rehabilitated Water Point.

Water Drainage Sys-
tem - Every house-
hold is assigned 

a day to clear the 
water pathway 
to the river. This 

helps to maintain 
the River flow. 

Roof Rain Water Harvesting Struc-
tures have a water tank capacity 

of 10, 000 liters. 
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Malka Sigaalay Water Corridor, Balambala These water corridors in-be-
tween farmlands were created 
to reduce the conflict between 
Somalis (pastoralists) and Mu-
nyas (farmers). In the past, seri-
ous incidents took place when 

livestock had to be walked 
through the farms to get to the 

river. As a result , death rates 
have been reduced since the 

creation of the water corridors.

Livestock passing through the 
water corridor to the waterhole. 
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This boy is drinking 
clean water from a water 
pan solely dedicated to 
human consumption. 
He has the women to 

thank who clashed with 
the men to ban livestock 
drinking from this well.

Shariffa Abdi Osman
Secretary, Water Users Association
Tula Sub-catchment

It is now written in the By-Laws that only people 
can drink from the water well. 

“It was during the time of the drought when the 
water in the pan was low. The men used to push

with force their cattle to the water, while we women 
wanted to keep it as drinking water for our families.

Otherwise we would have had to walk very far to get 
water for our homes. So, we women formed a human  

shield ring around the well and told the men we would 
tell the authorities they raped us if they forced the live-

stock to drink from the well. The men were very 
angry, but we stood our ground.” 15



A restored wetland.  Wetlands act as a sponge, holding ground-
water and trapping surface water such as rain. It took about a year 
for this wetland to bounce back. The natural grass and tree species 
are growing back. Fish and butterfly species are returning. Now, 
unlike before, the wetland holds water for the entire dry season. 
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The boundary of the wetland is marked with the trees, 
which are natural breaks for flooding because it slows the 
speed of floodwaters. The households next to wetlands in 
every village marked out a 30-meter buffer zone using tree 
species as markers. People are restricted from farming in 
the buffer zone. This law is written in the By-laws and 
enforced by the communities.
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Wetlands are natural water 
filters. You can now clearly 
see the grass again with 
your naked eye.  
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“Before, the water was very muddy. We 
were always sick and at the clinic; but to-
day, our water is clean, even clear. We are 
now saving the money we used to spend 
at the clinic.”
                                          -- Mr. Ocha Jackson

Restored wetlands improve 
water quality, making it safe to 

drink directly from the it.  

W  etlands store water and 
clean it by absorbing sedi-

ments, sand and mud in the wet-
land, which  would otherwise clog 
the waterways. 

Clog waterways makes it diffi-
cult for fish to swim around.

Mr. Jackson, Chairman Local Council II 
Arwotngo parish, Okwang Sub-County 

The red soil should colour 
the water.  However, look at 
how clear the water looks. 
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Sainab Bare Ali, Balambala Women’s Garden

Agents of Change. “Yes, our farm has pro-
vided us with nutritious food for our 

children; but more important it has given 
us a voice on councils like the Water Users 
Associations. . . We can now also choose 

who we want to marry.”20



“Our girls are going to school. They will 
have more choices in life because of this. 
Maybe my daughter will become a pilot.”

“We worked together to 
build this water pump to 

irrigate our garden.”

“With all the children in 
school, and well managed 

water, we have more time on 
our hands, which we use to 
volunteer on council meet-

ings.”

More time also means 
coming up with creative 
ways to make life easier, 

such as this water bucket 

“Early pregnancies and early marriage 
have been reduced.”
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The Community Environment Conservation Fund bridges short-term live-
lihood needs with long-term environmental support. This is one of the key 

factors helping to get the wetlands back to their natural state. 

 “We would cut the Shea nut trees to make charcoal that we 
sold at the market to buy food. We earned 20, 000 Uganda 

Shillings if we sold charcoal and Shea nuts. We used to

cutting trees in general. Today, we use the Community 
Environment Conservation Fund for our immediate   

think that was a lot of money. When IUCN came, they
told us the importance of the Shea nut tree, and of not   

needs. We now also sell Shea nuts to a 
businessman in the city.”    

Organic Shea Butter Cream - made 
from the shea nuts that women 
sold to the company. 

Shea butter nuts. 
“Women’s Gold” 

of Africa
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“We used to sell charcoal to have money to buy 

After three months, with a five percent interest rate, we 
pay back the loan. We felt confident to borrow more funds 

and traded for a goat. Now, we have three goats and

term activities such as environmental management. 

another one is on the way. Soon, we will have a cow. ” 

food. Then, we abandoned charcoal burning, 
borrowed money from the Community Environment

Conservation Fund, which we use for small-scale business
enterprises to get money. We use the money to buy food 

and meet other basic immediate needs as we engage in long-



Today’s world is increasingly 
complex and unpredictable. 

With rapidly changing demo-
graphics, economies and climates 
in a globalized world – we can no 
longer afford to engage as “busi-
ness as usual”. Effective responses 
are required at multiple scales and 
by multiple actors. To adapt to 
changing circumstances commu-
nities are required to, for example, 
have higher levels of flexibility 
and be willing/able to change 
occupations/locations; be better 
able to plan, learn and reorgan-
ize; and have access to resources 
they require to do so. Institutional 

frameworks need to be supportive 
of community efforts to adapt – 
from local authorities to national 
financial planning processes.

The communities in Kenya and 
Uganda that we are working 

with are predominantly affected 
by these global problems. For this 
reason, we felt that there would 
be both much to be gained, as 
well as learned from our drought 
resilience theory in the area. This 
approach to drought resilience 
involves diversifying livelihoods of 
communities, including creating 
access to markets, improving the 
infrastructure of water points to 

allow easy access to clean water, 
self-organization and learning. 

At the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 

we believe that nature can play a 
strong role in tackling these prob-
lems. This project has confirmed 
our hypothesis. Take for instance 
the case in Uganda where we 
helped a community to restore 
their wetlands, which now provide 
the community with clean water. 
This is a clear example of how 
natural solutions, which are always 
available, help to tackle environ-
mental challenges efficiently.

Nature Based Solutions to Climate Change

Mine Pabari 
Regional Programme Coordinator

IUCN East and Southern Africa 
Regional Office

Nairobi, Kenya
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F rom a strategic perspective, the 
Austrian Development Coopera-

tion was interested in the project 
because it is in line with our priority 
focus: water and sanitation, which 
we have been engaged in since 
1996.

Local leadership and ownership 
is vital for the continuation of 

activities long after the project ‘of-
ficially’ ends. We all know how chal-
lenging it can be to run a successful 
programme. In the case of Uganda, 
it is especially difficult as these are 
young villages – people just came 
back from the internal displace-
ment camps in 2008. I was there-

fore quite pleased to observe the 
strong leadership from the coun-
cilors and other leaders from the 
village, parish and district levels. 
They showed an attitude of this is 
“our project” and not just a project 
of outside people coming in from 
time to time and tell us what to do. 

From what I observed, the villag-
ers were constantly exchanging 

ideas making things work. I met a 
female councilor who was extreme-
ly inspiring with the insights she 
gained that a healthy ecosystem 
provides many benefits. One good 
thing of this project is that it shows 
that ecosystem-based adaptation -- 

and in particular the IUCN drought 
resilience framework -- actually 
works. You learn that from talking 
and listening to people. 

Another achievement is the 
flexibility of the people on the 

ground to deal with the challenges 
of climate change and develop-
ment. It shows their adaptability 
and readiness to change. I hope 
and expect that the communities 
now will take over from project 
partners and government agencies; 
and that other communities can 
learn how to follow their examples.

Importance of Local Leadership & Ownership

Erwin Kuenzi

Austrian Development Cooperation

Deputy Head of Office

Kampala, Uganda
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“IUCN’S APPROACH WORKS. HOW-
EVER, THIS MODEL NEEDS TO BE 

ROLED OUT ON A WIDER SCALE, AND 
EXPAND THE NUMBER OF PARISHES 

INVOLVED.“

“WE NEED TO WORK ON BOTH 
SIDES OF THE RIVER.”

“BETTER MARKET FOR SHEA BUTTER 
AND VALUE ADDITION.”

“WE NEED TO THINK ABOUT 
ENTERPRENEURSHIP SKILLS 

TRAINING.”

FIND A WAY TO ENCOURAGE 
COMMUNITY CONTRIBUTION TO 

SECURE THE COMMUNITY 
ENVIRONMENT CONSERVATION 

FUNDS.

Way Forward.
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