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The so-called Kaya forests, of which 45
have been identified, are situated on
the Coastal plain and hills of Kenya.
Most of them are residual patches, on
average between 10 and 400 ha, of the
once extensive lowland forests of East
Africa. The forests owe their existence
directly to the beliefs, culture and his-
tory of the nine coastal Mijikenda eth-
nic groups. Around three centuries ago
these groups came from the present
day Somalia, and started to live in
small fortified villages sheltered in the
forests, or the Kaya – which means
‘homestead’ in the Bantu language. In
the early part of the twentieth century,
most of these villages were abandoned,
though the newly formed communities
have maintained the sites of their origi-
nal settlements as ‘sacred Kaya
forests’. 

Traditional council 
Cutting trees, and other destructive
activities in and around these sites, is
traditionally prohibited by the Ngambi,
the council of elders of each communi-
ty. This council is also largely responsi-
ble for the day-to-day running of com-
munity affairs, including spiritual,
social, and economic matters. The
council meets regularly to deliberate on
issues related to, for example, food,
water and security. Elders qualified to
sit in the council are mostly aged and
respected members of the community,
who have gone through various initia-
tion rites. 

The Ngambi are thus the main cus-
todians of the sacred Kaya forests, as
the Government is not managing them
effectively. But the encroachment of
the Kaya forests is becoming more and
more common andtrees are being cut
down to use the land for shambas, or
gardens. It is clear that the position of
the Ngambi is no longer strong enough

to assure the survival of the sacred
forests.

Studies done in these sacred forests
have indicated that other invaluable
traditional knowledge of the Mijikenda
communities is also declining at an
alarming rate. This has been attributed
to the fact that this knowledge is often
held secret by a small group of elders,
and not passed down to the younger
generations. The studies also pointed at
the loss of indigenous knowledge due to
influences from foreign religions, such
as Christianity, the tourist industry and
modern education.

Women and youth sidelined
Women are the main forest resource
users in terms of fuel wood, while the
young people harvest fruits, graze live-
stock and trap wild animals and birds in
the forest. But, as control is in the
hands of the Ngambi, and women and
young people are forbidden by tradi-
tional law from taking part in the meet-
ings of the elders, the main users of the
forests are being
sidelined. The
reason for this
controversy is
that traditionally,
women are con-
sidered to be
impure during the
menstruation
period, and can-
not enter the
sacred site at
that time.
Besides, women
are regarded as
unfaithful,
untrustworthy
and too weak to
uphold the top
secrets of the
Ngambi. Women

have always accepted this, though
changes in attitude are apparent among
the younger generations, due to, for
example, the influences of a formal
education system. 

Kaya conservation groups
On the initiative of CFCU, an elders’
workshop was organised in 1999, which
brought together the elders from all
the Kaya councils. This congregation
unanimously recommended the forma-
tion of the so-called ‘Kaya Conservation
and Development Groups’. It was decid-
ed that both traditional and new man-
agement guidelines were to be com-
piled, to enhance effective use and
conservation of the Kaya forests. The
Kaya conservation groups were also to
promote the culture and traditions of
the local people to counter the decline
in traditional knowledge, and to start
development projects for poverty alle-
viation. 

The Kaya conservation groups were
registered as cultural groups with the
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The council elders are the custodians of the sacred forests, women are not allowed to
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Ministry of Social Services, and are
therefore recognised by law. They
would be different from the Ngambi or
elders’ councils, as the members would
not have to go through any form of ritu-
al initiation. It was decided that women
and young people should be strongly
involved in the Kaya conservation
groups, though the responsibility for
traditional rituals would stay with the
Kaya elders. 

Transforming traditions 
CFCU’s objective was to transform the
traditional system of the Kaya forests
management to a more defined system,
able to face today’s challenges, and
owned by the community as a whole.
CFCU formulated a draft constitution to
serve as a reference document for the
groups. In each Kaya forest meetings
were organised with the elders. All
other interested members of the com-
munity were invited to contribute to
the discussion and formulation of a con-
stitution. 

In all groups formed, the constitu-
tion clearly outlined the significance
and veto power of Kaya elders. In fact,
the final management plan was formu-
lated by all members of the communi-
ties. It was based on the rights of the
community members to use the forests
in a sustainable way. The basis of the
management plan was the administra-
tion of simple biological monitoring of
the status of the entire forest and its
products. This was well received by the
communities.

Problems faced 
Several problems have hampered the
functioning of the conservation groups.
For example, we have found that any
conservation activity by the groups

require total coop-
eration from the
local political lead-
ers. Related to the
ownership of the
forest, it has
become clearthat
the ownership sta-
tus of the forest
should remain com-
munal, like it used
to be. The groups
should not make
the forest their
own asset, and bar
other stakeholders
from it. We also
found that active
participation of the
group members
may require some
incentives from an
external source.

Moreover, we found that the tradi-
tional cultural role of Kaya elders
should not be taken for granted and
amalgamated into the conservation
groups, but should be clearly defined.
As the elders often functioned as the
groups’ officials, they had dual roles.

Many of the groups’ officials lack
formal education and only speak the
local language. Capacity building and
training of the community conservation
groups is vital. The powers and respon-
sibilities of the conservation groups also
needs to be discussed, to encourage
them to operate within the lines of the
national constitution.

Some achievements
Now, three years later four pilot groups
have been formed, which represent
four sacred sites. It is still too early to
give a full evaluation of achievements,
however some positive results can
already be observed. There have been
tree planting activities, boundary and
forest inspections, and the controlled
harvesting of forest resources. The
empowerment of Kaya elders and offi-
cials of the conservation groups have
enhanced the cooperation with provin-
cial administration. Due to this
improved relationship, the government
has now accepted the appeal from the
elders to demarcate and register the
sites as national monuments and to
allow them to perform their traditional
rituals and ceremonies here.

The groups also play a role in pro-
moting the economic welfare of the
local people through the establishment
of small-scale development projects.
These projects include beekeeping,
dairying, community tap water supply,
commercial indigenous tree nurseries,
and retail shops. The gender issue has

been addressed by stimulating repre-
sentation of women within the conser-
vation groups. One example is the
‘Kaya Rabai group’, which to date has a
membership of 68 of whom 35 are
women. Other groups also have reason-
able representations of women, and
some of these women hold leadership
positions.

No longer worried
CFCU has formed the Kaya conservation
groups in order to solve the long-lived
controversies between indigenous insti-
tutions and the government, while pro-
moting the culture, values and tradi-
tions of the people. Promotion of tradi-
tional culture through ceremonies has
facilitated the passing on of knowledge
from the elders to the broader commu-
nity, especially to women and young
people. 

It is worthwhile noting that these
newly formed groups are based on the
acknowledgement and respect for the
traditional institutional rules, taboos
and all other regulations. The formation
of parallel institutions, such as the Kaya
Conservation Groups, is not aimed at
substituting but at strengthening the
traditional, cultural and socio-economic
status of the local traditional institu-
tions. 

According to the Kaya Rabai elders:
“The project opened up our people’s
minds and showed them how important
our forests are. Now we meet regular-
ly, just as we used to a long time ago,
to discuss our Kayas. The project
helped us to realise that we are in dan-
ger of losing our Kayas.” The Kaya
Kinondo elders indicated: “People used
to desecrate the Kayas but the guards
have been able to stop this. We are no
longer worried about the future of the
Kayas because of the project’s educa-
tion programme. In fact some Kayas
have become even stronger as a result
of education.”
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