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PROJECT SUMMARY
The Mara River Water Users Association (MRWUA) is a community-
based water resources management organization. The primary 
objectives of MRWUA are to promote the protection and 
conservation of the Mara Catchment area, support the sustainable 
and efficient use of water, assist relevant authorities with water 
resources management and issuance of water use permits, and 
water conflict resolution. 

MRWUA is engaged in environmental education, has established 
tree nurseries at local schools, and gives particular attention to the 
socio-economic benefits of biodiversity conservation. The group 
offers demonstrations and trainings in water and soil conservation 
best practice. River banks (previously subject to erosion) are being 
protected through the innovative use of high-value fruit trees along 
‘riparian buffer strips’.

KEY FACTS
EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2010

FOUNDED: 2003

LOCATION: Rift Valley Province, Kenya

BENEFICIARIES: Residents of 6 administrative districts

BIODIVERSITY: Mara River water catchment area
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Originating on the Mau Escarpment of Kenya, among remnants of a 
once thriving forest, is the source of the 395-kilometer Mara River.  At 
3,000 meters above sea level, an average of 1,400 millimeters of rain 
falls every year. Where healthy forest cover remains, the rainwater 
descends through the canopy into the soil and seeps into the springs 
that form the Nyangores and Amala Rivers.  These rivers descend the 
southern slope of the escarpment to support pastoralists, farmers 
and the growing population of the Mara River basin.  The river 
continues into the protected areas of Maasai Mara National Reserve 
and across the Tanzanian border into the Serengeti National Park 
where it sustains the annual migration of the wildebeest, zebra and 
antelope.           

The Mara River Water Users Association (MRWUA) is a community-
based water resources management organization.  It brings together 
water users of the Mara basin, an area of 13,834 km2, which is a 
trans-boundary watershed shared by Kenya and Tanzania. On the 
Kenya side, the basin consists of four agro-ecological zones: the Mau 
Complex Forests, a source of water for all the streams that eventually 
form the Mara River; small-scale farms; dry scrublands, which sustain 
large-scale commercial agriculture and livestock rearing (a mainstay 
of the local rural economy); and the Maasai Mara Game Reserve.  

Water scarcity; resource conflict; management inefficiences

Demands on the Mara River are growing.  The population of the river 
basin continues to increase (at an annual rate of 3%), which has led to 
a 55% increase in agricultural lands since 1996.   This land conversion 
has come at the expense of the basin’s grasslands and forests.  ‘Water 
abstractions’ for irrigation, industry and livestock needs are also on 
the rise.   Over the years, the flow and quality of water has started to 
diminish, which has created challenges for local livelihoods, endemic 
wildlife, and for maintaining biodiversity and healthy ecosystem 
functioning.  Water scarcity is also leading to resource conflicts 
between communities, which is putting an additional strain on 
social relations and local geo-politics.  Short-sighted and poor land 

use choices have been leading to reduced land productivity and 
high incidence of water borne diseases, particularly during the dry 
seasons.  These challenges were the primary catalysts for creating 
the Mara River Water User’s Association. 

Prior to creation of the association, a number of organizations and 
government departments were active within the Mara basin.  Rather 
than suffering from a service or action vacuum, the region was 
beset by the duplication of efforts and a lack of coordination and 
harmonization. Because it operates at the community scale, MRWUA 
has been able to more quickly identify emerging challenges and be 
more responsive to community needs and water use priorities.  The 
association has served an equalizing function; a community-based 
platform through which a range of stakeholders can effectively 
engage water resource management issues.        

Linkages between environmental decline and poverty

The association was established in 2003, its architects originating 
from the upper catchment of the Mara basin.  The group was 
established in line with the (reformed) water laws of Kenya – namely, 
the Kenya Water Act, 2002 – to serve as a volunteer water resources 
management body at the community level.  The association was 
officially registered at the Ministry of Social Services in 2003 and 
the Registrar of Societies in 2005.  It is also now registered at the 
Attorney General’s office as a legal body with its own constitution and 
governing rules.  MRWUA has undertaken to create a sub-catchment 
management plan for the basin, and has achieved significant and 
positive results.    

The association began with a vision of preserving water in the Mara 
basin to benefit biodiversity and to meet local water consumption 
needs.  This vision has expanded over time (and in response to 
new experiences and perspective) to address local poverty and 
create opportunities for sustainable livelihoods.  The rationale is 
simple: poverty is an impediment to conservation efforts.  When 
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local people are focused on meeting basic needs, conservation is at 
best a secondary priority. MRWUA then has evolved a more holistic 
approach to community wellbeing which places water resources 
management at the very center of development.          

MRWUA endeavors to: create awareness of conservation needs 
in the Mara water catchment area; promote the sustainable and 
efficient use of water; advance water harvesting and energy-saving 
technologies; monitor water use within the catchment area; manage 
water conflicts and co-operatively manage water resources; advance 
income generating activities that promote effective water resources 
management; reforest strategic areas of land, importantly including 
natural springs; and provide government authorities with advice on 
water conservation, use, and apportionment.    

Governance and institutional structure

Association members fall into one of three categories: individuals, 
institutions (community-based organizations, schools, etc.) and 
commercial interests (small-hold farmers, game ranches, and 
tourism operators in the reserve).  Member registration is renewable 
each year.  The fee structure for members is 100 Kenyan shillings 
for individuals, 1,500 for institutions, and 3,000 for commercial 
interests.  The association now boasts a membership of more than 
1,000.  Membership fees provide a revenue stream that is used to 
fund conservation and livelihoods projects.           

MRWUA has five permanent staff members: one association 
manager and four managers of the tree nursery.  The association 
also maintains a voluntary board which is composed of 17 members 
who each represent different regions and interests within the basin.  
For example, the board has community representation from each 
of the three main tributaries: Amala, Nyangores, and Mara.  Board 
members are democratically elected and govern the association’s 
activities.  This group is responsible for electing a chairman, vice-
chairman, secretary and treasurer, who together constitute the 
executive arm of the association.  Under this group, a management 
committee is formed, which itself is served by finance and 
procurement committees.  Project committees are also formed on 
an ad hoc basis when specific needs or challenges arise.  All activities 
are coordinated by a technical manager who is hired and employed 
by the board.         

MRWUA is a consortium of three sub-catchment water user 
associations, each of which has its own constitution.  Under each 
sub-catchment association, there are 10 catchment management 
groups.  These ‘common interest groups’ are spread out over 
different zones of the Mara basin and implement conservation 
activities in local villages. Each catchment management group has 
its own membership body and management committee. Through 
these groups, and adhering to a community-based approach of 
authority and decision-making, MRWUA has been able to attend to 
the water management issues of the Mara basin.  Since its inception, 
the number of catchment groups has grown from 15 in 2004, to 27 
in 2008, and to 40 in 2010. 

“The prosperity of a community depends on the state of their biodiversity.”
Kennedy Onyango, Mara River Water Users Association
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Key Activities and Innovations

The association focuses its activities on integrated and sustainable 
water resource management in the Mara basin.  Partnerships with 
local government authorities and non-governmental organizations 
(such as the World Wildlife Fund) are leveraged to benefit the more 
than 1,200,000 residents of the region.    

Rainwater harvesting

A central preoccupation of MRWUA is rainwater harvesting and 
the development of harvesting systems that are accessible to local 
communities.  With the support of the World Wildlife Fund, the 
association has constructed more than 40 water pans; excavated 
storage systems used to retain surface water runoff from uncultivated 
land and roads.  The association has also installed rainwater 
harvesting systems in seven schools to provide local children with a 
reliable source of safe drinking water.  Rainwater harvesting projects 
have benefited over 3,355 children and over 10,000 people.  These 
systems have led to improvements in public health (by reducing 
incidence of water-borne disease) and reduced the time spent by 
communities collecting water.  

Reforestation, tree nurseries and fruit trees

Appreciating the linkages between forest cover, healthy ecosystems, 
and water service provision, MRWUA also engages in community 
reforestation, with a particular focus on the Mau forest. The association 
maintains 20 tree nurseries and an additional 17 school-based tree 
nurseries. Festivals, tree-planting events, and environment days have 
been used to encourage community reforestation of the catchment 
area.  As a complement to this work, the association protects natural 
springs, which are an important source of fresh water.  Fencing is 
used to delimit environmentally sensitive territory and restoration 
efforts focus on limiting the contamination of ground water from 
agricultural run-off and other pollution.  MRWUA also distributes 
high-value fruit trees to promote the protection and restoration 
of riverbanks, and provide an additional source of income.  The 

fruit tree initiative has served individuals on more than 200 farms.  
Farmers agree to forego their regular crop cultivation practices 
within the riparian area in exchange for high-value fruit trees (such 
as avocados), which are then planted as riparian buffer strips.       
       
Apiculture and sustainable energy

As an additional component of its conservation and poverty 
reduction work, the association promotes the non-consumptive use 
of forest resources.  One remarkably successful project focuses on 
apiculture.  The association has provided more than 40 communities 
with beehives, targeting those groups living near or adjacent to the 
forest reserve in the upper catchment.  Participating communities 
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are supported with the sale and marketing of honey.  Another project 
focuses on energy-efficient stoves.  In partnership with the World 
Wildlife Fund and the Ministry of Agriculture, the association has 
trained more than 2,100 households in the use of energy-efficient 
ovens.  Local women have been equipped with stoves for sale within 
the community, creating a new income stream and decreasing 
pressure on surrounding forests for fuel wood.      

Advocacy, education and training

MRWUA engages local communities in a range of trainings, 
environmental education courses and advocacy platforms.  
Environmental education has focused primarily on youth and 
school children.  Tree nurseries are operated out of local schools and 
serve as a platform for fostering a local conservation ethic.  At the 
broader community level, the association has carried out extensive 

awareness-raising campaigns to improve local understanding 
of the linkages between environmental degradation, water 
quality, community health and poverty.  Demonstrations and 
trainings on water and soil conservation best practices are held 
for community members.  Emphasis is given to techniques and 
technologies that are locally relevant and accessible to those with 
limited resources. In terms of advocacy, MRWUA brings together 
a number of different stakeholders and positions the association 
well to advocate for policies that are responsive to local needs.  
The association has partnered with relevant government bodies 
to complement its work, deepen its impact, and improve its reach. 
An elaborate network of government agencies, communities, non-
governmental organizations and learning institutions (primary and 
secondary schools) is maintained to streamline water management 
interventions.         

Environmental degradation and threats in the Mara River water catchment area. Clockwise from top left: unprotected water sources, a cause of waterborne dis-
eases; dwindling water flows in the Mara Game Reserve; illegal car-washing in the Mara River; poor farming practices on hillsides contributing to siltation of rivers.   
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS
The health of the Mara River directly impacts the biodiversity and 
ecosystems of the world-famous Maasai Mara National Game 
Reserve in Kenya and the Serengeti National Park in Tanzania.  The 
Mara-Serengeti ecosystem contains the most diverse combination 
of grazing mammals in the world, holding 400,000 wildlife and 
livestock.  The major threats to biodiversity in the Mara River basin 
include habitat loss due to increasing human population, farming, 
deforestation, over-grazing, hunting, infrastructure development 
and tourism. Abstraction of water and alteration of the river flow 
also pose threat to biodiversity and livelihoods in the region.  

Riparian zone and soil conservation

MRWUA has prioritized riverbank protection as a method of water 
and ecosystem conservation.  High-value fruit trees are distributed 
to farmers who plant them in riparian zones.  This has resulted in 
the protection of habitats stretching across more than 40 kilometers 
of land on the bank of the Isei River, an important (and historically 
degraded) tributary of the Mara River. The project has also involved 
the removal of invasive alien species, notably eucalyptus trees, which 
are referred to locally as ‘water-suckers’ because of their tendency to 
absorb inordinately and disproportionately large amounts of water. 
Cultivation of agricultural crops has also been controlled within 
30 meters of streams to reduce chemical and pesticide run-off.  
Riverbanks not only form a critical habitat for a number of species, 
but also play an important function in reducing soil erosion and 
rainwater run-off, which in turn improves in-stream water quality 
and improves water flow levels in the dry season.           

Soil erosion from farming on steep slopes and land degradation from 
cattle rearing has also been reduced.  MRWUA works with farmers to 
plant fodder crops as erosion buffer strips.  Farmers are encouraged 
to switch to fewer high-grade cattle fed with fodder, as opposed to 

the deleterious practice of free grazing.  Reducing soil erosion has 
not only improved the health of the Mara River, but also improved 
on-farm productivity.    

Climate change adaptation

Conservation activities conducted by MRWUA directly respond to 
the anticipated impacts of climate change, many of which are already 
being felt at the local level.  The trend in increasingly unpredictable 
rainfall and extended droughts has resulted in low water flow levels, 
failed crops and food shortages. Community reforestation and 
conservation measures within the catchment area – tree planting, 
protection of riparian zones, promoting the non-consumptive use 
of forests (for medicinal plants and honey) and reducing fuel wood 
use – seek to improve landscape-level water storage capacity, 
thereby improving drought season flows and mitigating floods. 
The protection of local springs, rainwater harvesting, and the use of 
pans provide water sources for both domestic and agricultural use.  
MRWUA has been active in awareness-raising campaigns on climate 
change and adaptive management strategies.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
MRWUA has clearly defined social goals which include empowering 
the community to manage their own water resources, improving 
livelihoods through environmentally-responsible innovations, 
reducing incidence of water-borne diseases (and thus reducing 
health care costs), ensuring a healthy and productive learning 
environment by providing water in schools, and building the 
capacity of the local community to directly govern their natural 
resources in a sustainable manner.  The association covers six 
administrative districts, benefitting a total of 1,200,000 people. 
All beneficiaries self-identify as indigenous peoples; 40% from the 
Kipsigis community, 40% from the Maasai community, and 20% 
from the Ogiek community (forest dwellers).  



The association owns three acres of land where they operate an office, 
a meeting center and a native tree nursery.  The group also owns and 
operates a demonstration plot for small-scale farmers, which offers 
hands-on guidance in sustainable agriculture techniques.  Plans 
are underway for development of a resource center that will house: 
hard copies of relevant scientific reports and studies of the Mara 
basin, a database on water quality monitoring, and other materials 
relevant to local community water management and development.  
The center is also envisioned to function as a conference center 
with accommodations to host visiting communities for knowledge 
exchanges and site visits.         

Access to clean water

Perhaps the most salient result of the project has been the provision 
of clean and fresh water for the population of a water-scarce region.  
The protection of springs and riparian zones in the basin has helped 
protect groundwater integrity and quality.  This has, in turn, provided 
local communities with a source of clean drinking water.  Freshwater 
access has also reduced incidence of waterborne diseases (and the 
associated costs of treating them) as well as time spent by the local 
population in search of clean water.  The association has achieved 
the goal of freshwater access through a community-based model of 
conservation and management, positioning communities as central 
agents in local environment and development planning.             

Livelihoods diversification and social inclusion

MRWUA has had a substantial impact on the quality and diversity of 
local livelihoods.  More than 900 farms within the Mara basin have 
been trained in water conservation, organic farming, and terracing.  
Nine catchment management groups have been provided with 
dairy goats and cows to improve incomes and food security.  The 
distribution of high-value fruit trees has had a similar effect, creating 
a new source of income for local farmers while also providing food for 
local families.  Over 60 community and school-based tree nurseries 
have been established to create viable local economies based on 
conservation.  More than 40 communities have been provided with 
beehives to promote apiculture as an alternative livelihood that 
does not degrade or damage surrounding forests.  Local women 
have been provided with and trained in the use of more than 2,100 
energy-efficient stoves, which are then distributed and sold to other 
community members as an additional source of income.         

The association prioritizes gender equality and equal representation 
of community members in its work.  Of its more than 1,000 registered 
members, 55% are women.  In addition, 60% of the association 
management committee is women and youth.  The association also 
works extensively with women’s self-help groups, empowering them 
through income-generating activities that also promote biodiversity 
conservation.  Lastly, the association management committee has 
representation from all four tribal groups living in the Mara basin.   
Communities are represented in the association management 
through 17 positions.  Through these, they gain leadership and 
financial management skills and have the opportunity to participate 
in exchange visits with other water user associations in the region.       

POLICY IMPACTS
MRWUA has had notable success in influencing policy and engaging 
policymakers at different levels of government.  The association 
has provided a platform and institutional structure through 
which various levels of government (as well as non-governmental 
stakeholders) can engage with community-based groups working 
on the ground.     

At the level of local government, the association has maintained 
a productive working relationship with local authorities.  Local 
government units increasingly engage with the association when 
considering or undertaking conservation and development 
activities within their jurisdiction.  A number of catchment 
management groups involved in the association are also local 
environmental committees, which provide inputs (when solicited) 
to local government units.    

At the national level, association members (those representing 
the community) have been appointed by the Minister of Water 
to take part in various advisory bodies, such as the Catchment 
Area Advisory Committee (CAAC), a 15-member group appointed 
to advise the Water Resources Management Authority on water 
resource management in the catchment area.  The CAAC has 
provided a forum for the initiative to advocate for policy change.  
Recent progress has been made in formulating a trans-boundary 
water policy.   Association members are also represented in the 
Trans-Boundary Water Users Forum Committee.  The association’s 
ability to foster a trsuted relationship with the Water Resources 
Management Authority has provided a forum for community voices 
in policymaking processes. 
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“The government should include local communities in making strategic plans for water and 
environmental management.  In the end, it is local communities who are working on the ground 

and who will be most affected by policy change.”     

Kennedy Onyango, Mara River Water Users Association
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY
Since its inception in 2003, MRWUA has grown its membership 
and institutional capacity. The association is built on a network of 
volunteer community leaders and fee-paying members across all 
sectors of the community.  MRWUA strives for financial independence 
through the sale of tree seedlings and energy-saving cook stoves at 
their primary office. Additional and substantial funding is provided 
through partnerships with non-governmental organizations, the 
private sector, the Water Resources Management Authority, and 
other government bodies.

A number of factors are credited as ingredients which make the 
association model and program of work sustainable.  Capacity 
building and organizational support provided by partners like the 
World Wildlife Fund has been critical.  Direct community participation 
in and ownership of the project are also essential.  The association 
advances a legitimately bottom-up model of water conservation, 
which empowers local communities.  This empowerment and 
involvement, in turn, creates the kind of social cohesion which makes 
collective action possible.  The use of community members as agents 
of awareness-raising has also been effective.  There has been a ripple 
effect of sensitization to water conservation issues at the local level 
which can largely be attributed to community members themselves 
driving outreach.  Lastly, the association notes an enabling legal 
environment, which provides legal and policy space for community-
based natural resource management.        

There are also a number of areas where the association can improve its 
prospects for sustaining its activities over the long-term.  In particular, 
the association is always looking for enhanced capacity building on 
financial, technical and institutional matters.  Additionally, MRWUA 
is interested in exploring other income diversification strategies 
for its members, particularly in the area of value-added secondary 
processing and commercially viable (and environmentally-friendly) 
products.  Lastly, the association wishes to improve its monitoring 
and evaluation capacity in order to strengthen the evidence base of 
the need for conservation interventions.               

REPLICATION
The association has been markedly successful in sharing its 
experiences and best practices through exchange visits, trainings 
and workshops, and ‘study tours’.  More specifically, the association 
has engaged in peer-to-peer exchanges with the Semu Liki River 
Basin project in Uganda, the Lake Naivasha Water Resources Users 
Association in Kenya, the Lake Bogoria Water Users Association in 
Kenya, and the Mara River Basin project in Tanzania, with whom 
the association has formed the Mara River Trans-Boundary Water 
Resource Users Forum.

PARTNERS
The association has been able to thrive because of its diverse, 
multi-sectoral partnership.  The partner listed below work with the 
association to deliver effective water conservation and management 
strategies within the Mara basin.  The association is officially 
constituted as a legal entity through the Kenya Water Act 2002.

World Wildlife Fund: WWF has provided capacity building in 
integrated water resources management, monitoring and 
evaluation, facilitated training workshops, and assisted in setting up 
pilot sites, reforestation initiatives and spring protection. 

Water Resources Management Authority: WRMA connects the 
association with water resource permits and gives the legal backing 
to implement water resources management. Assistance has also 
been provided in the monitoring and evaluation of implemented 
activities.

National Environmental Management Authority: This government 
body in charge of enforcing environmental legislation has assisted 
with community enforcement and awareness of environmental 
legislation.
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Global Water for Sustainability (GLOWS)/Florida International 
University: These research institutions produced an Environmental 
Flows Assessment and the Biodiversity Strategic Action Plan.

Ministry of Agriculture: The ministry has supported the association 
with implementing soil and water conservation initiatives and 
promoting sustainable and environmentally friendly agricultural 
practices.

Ministry of Livestock Development: The ministry has supported the 
association with implementing improved livestock enhancement 
within the basin.

Ministry of Education: The ministry has assisted the association with 
environmental awareness-raising in local schools.  

Kenya Forest Service:  This agency collaborates with the association 
and community forest associations to carry out reforestation within 
the basin. 

Bomet County Council and Narok County Council: These township 
councils have been instrumental when dealing with the Bomet and 
the Maasai Mara Game Reserve for Narok.
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