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PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

Shompole Group Ranch covers almost 62,700 hectares of
grassland and savannah in the Magadi Division of southern
Kenya. The Group Ranch, under the management of
the legally-registered Shompole Community Trust, has
2,000 registered members representing around 10,000
Loodokilani Maasai dependents, and is legally registered to
undertake wildlife conservation within its boundaries.
Since the late 1990s, the Shompole communities have
sought to generate income from ecotourism, leveraging
the ranch’s unique biodiversity values for the benefit
of local residents. The community has set aside 10,000
hectares for strict conservation, and in partnership with a
private investor manages a luxury eco-lodge that attracts
visitors from across the globe. Revenue from ecotourism
has been directed through the Shompole Community Trust
into protecting and restoring the environment and funding
healthcare services, education, and water projects.

EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2006
FOUNDED: 2000
LOCATION: Kajiado District, southern Kenya
BENEFICIARIES: Over 10,000 Loodokilani Maasai
BIODIVERSITY: 10,000 ha wildlife conservation area
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Background and Context

Shompole Group Ranch covers almost 62,700 hectares of grassland
and savannah in the Magadi Division of Kajiado District in southern
Kenya. The Group Ranch is owned by the indigenous Loodokilani
Maasai, with over 2,000 registered Group members representing
approximately 10,000 direct dependents. Formalized in accordance
with the Kenyan Land (Group Representatives) Act, the Group Ranch,
under the management of Shompole Community Trust, coordinates
the management and use of natural resources within its boundaries
for its predominantly pastoralist members.

for common property management for its Maasai population.
These pastoralist communities rely heavily on natural resources,
and human development in the region remains low. Environmental
challenges faced by the group ranches include long term loss of
grazing and forest cover, loss of wildlife, and severe water shortages.
Average incomes, which were already below the poverty line in
1999, are estimated to have dropped by approximately 80 per cent
during the severe drought of 2000-2001.

Origins of ecotourism in Shompole

Magadi Division of the Kajiado District lies close to the Kenyan
border with Tanzania, east of the Maasai Mara. The area is home
to a vast array of largely unspoiled natural resources, including
forests, grassland and savannah plains, and the volcanic landscapes
surrounding the alkaline Lake Magadi. Shompole Group Ranch lies
on the Nguruman Escarpment, which runs north-west from the
Tanzanian border and forms the western wall of the Great Rift Valley.

In the late 1990s, the Shompole Group Ranch communities sought
to leverage the potential value of their land as a destination for
national and international tourists, to confront the twin problems
of low levels of development and the vulnerability of livestock and
wildlife populations to adverse weather conditions. In partnership
with international NGOs and a private investor, the Shompole
community set aside 10,000 ha as a conservation area for wildlife.
This conservation area, called the Shompole Conservancy, now
houses an ecolodge which was opened in 2000.

The Ewaso Ng’iro River flows southwards through the Group Ranch
from the Mau Escarpment, a major Kenyan watershed, to form
an area of wetlands known locally as the Kimur Swamp, before
eventually draining into Lake Natron in Tanzania. Ewaso Ng’iro River
is the main source of Lake Natron, an important breeding ground for
more than two million lesser flamingos, roughly 25 per cent of the
world population of this species.

Investment in Shompole’s ecotourism project came from The Art
of Ventures, a private company founded by an experienced African
safari guide who had previously constructed luxury eco-lodges on
the Kenyan coast and in Tsavo Game Reserve. The Art of Ventures’
partnership with the Shompole community followed three years
of participatory workshops and consultation with community
members.

The Shompole Group Ranch itself houses a diverse range of species,
including antelopes, anteaters, baboons, monkeys, cheetahs,
giraffes, leopards, lions, snakes, ostriches, zebras, and over 300 bird
species. The lands of the Group Ranch form an important migratory
corridor and dispersal area for wildlife species resident in the
Nguruman Escarpment, the Olkiramatian Group Ranch to the north,
and the Loita Hills in the greater Mara to the west.

This process included site visits to successful Maasai eco-lodges
projects in Kenya, such as Il Ngwesi Group Ranch in Laikipia District.
USD 1.2 million was raised from investors to construct the ecolodge, and a USD 190,000 grant from the European Union was used
to construct a road through the wetlands and to train community
members as game rangers.

Shompole and Olkiramatian are two of four group ranches in Magadi
Division, along with Ol Donyo Nyoike and Ol Keri. Each is responsible
4

Organizational structure

‘deeply of our people’) was owned by Art Of Ventures, with 30 per cent
owned by the Group Ranch, but a deal is currently being negotiated
to allow the community to acquire 100 per cent ownership of the
eco-lodge over the next 25 years. Maa O’Leng’s management
board reflects its current shareholder make-up. Revenues from the
eco-lodge are used by the Shompole Community Trust to fund
development projects for the Group Ranch communities.

The Shompole Community Trust is a legally recognized corporation
owned by the Maasai people and responsible for the management
of the Group Ranch. The Trust’s board is comprised of local Maasai
community leaders elected from sub-locations within the Group
Ranch. The Chairman and Secretary of the Group Ranch are elected
by 60 per cent of the Group Ranch members and are automatically
members of the Community Trust. In total there are 15 trustees, as
well as expert representatives of external partners, including the
Director of the African Conservation Centre, an African NGO that
promotes conservation research in Kenya, and a representative from
Kenya Wildlife Service.

Since the initiation of the ecotourism venture, the Trust has expanded
its eco-lodge facilities, constructing new accommodation suites
at the original Nguruman Escarpment location. It also leased land
for the construction of a new eco-lodge on the banks of the Ewaso
Ng’iro River, called Loisiijo Lodge, which was opened in early 2010.
This second site is managed by tourism operator, African Latitude.
The partnership with African Latitude is based on a landlord-tenant
relationship, with a fixed amount per month paid to the Group
Ranch for the lease of the land.

The Shompole Conservancy is wholly owned by the Shompole
Community Trust, while the eco-lodge is managed by Maa O’Leng, a
private, limited company formed jointly by the Community Trust and
The Art of Ventures. Initially, 70 per cent of Maa O’Leng (Maasai for

“Biodiversity is an integral part of communities’ sources of wealth. It can only be conserved if all
partners across the board, local to global, harmonize their approaches to conservation.”
Ole Petenya Yusuf Shani, Director, Maa O’leng
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Key Activities and Innovations

Ecotourism and benefit-sharing mechanisms

Shompole Group Ranch’s partnership with The Art of Ventures is an
innovation in Kenya, as it was the first example of a joint venture
between a Maasai Group Ranch and a private investor. It has resulted
in substantial financial benefits for the Group Ranch. Funds from
both eco-lodges are held communally through the Community
Trust, although ongoing negotiations seek to change this revenuesharing model to facilitate more direct distribution to individuals.

Ecotourism is Shompole Community Trust’s main focus, and has
generated substantial revenues for investment in local infrastructure
and development projects, while simultaneously benefitting local
ecosystems and wildlife by providing strong incentive for their
ongoing conservation through the maintenance of the Shompole
Conservancy. Ecotourism centers on the two eco-lodges – the
original lodge at Nguruman, and the newer Loisiijo Lodge.

Shompole Conservancy

The Nguruman lodge is situated on the edge of the escarpment,
overlooking the Great Rift Valley. It originally had capacity for twelve
guests, in six rooms, but it has since been expanded. Solar energy
provides approximately 70 per cent of all electricity needs, with the
remaining 30 per cent supplied by a generator. All of the lodge’s
water comes from a natural spring nearby.

Running alongside the ecotourism venture is the 10,000 ha
Conservancy, which is designated solely for wildlife. Exceptions
to this rule are made during periods of extreme drought, usually
between September and December, when pastoralists are allowed
to graze their livestock within the Conservancy area. The remaining
52,700 ha of Group Ranch land is divided into three zones: a buffer
zone, surrounding the Conservancy; a wildlife dispersal area, in
which wildlife movement is not restricted by human activity; and an
area for human settlements.

Activities for tourists centre on the Shompole Conservancy’s rich
wildlife, which includes an abundance of mammal species, including
aardwolves, civets, servals, leopards and striped hyenas. Elephants,
lions and cheetahs are found in the wetlands and grassy plains, and
the birdlife is diverse. Shompole’s various landscapes allow a wide
range of tourist activities, including bush walks, night drives, visits to
see Lake Magadi’s flamingos, and game drives with trained rangers.
Both the Nguruman and Loisiijo lodges are targeted at the higher
end of the tourism market, with guests paying more than USD 400
per night for accommodation. A payment structure is in place to
raise revenue for conservation and for local communities. Visitors to
the Loisiijo Lodge pay a USD 15 per day conservation fee to support
the Shompole Conservancy, and a USD 30 per day ‘community fee’.
These revenues streams are directed towards conservation activities,
such as maintenance and patrolling of the Conservancy, and
community development projects respectively. Both eco-lodges are
self-sustaining enterprises, with healthy occupancy rates during the
high season.
6

Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS

A recent ACC study, looking at elephant population and distribution
in Kenya’s South Rift Valley region between 2006 and 2010, recorded
healthy elephant herd population sightings throughout the region,
illustrating migration patterns and validating the Magadi area’s
network of community conservancies. The study attributed the
increase in elephant sightings in Magadi to the establishment of
conservancies at both Shompole and Olkiramatian (ACC, 2010).

The development of ecotourism has been instrumental in supporting
the designation of 10,000 ha as community conserved land, through
the conservation fee which funds maintenance and patrolling of
the Conservancy. The Conservancy has protected Shompole Group
Ranch’s wide range of wildlife species and in some cases regenerated
population numbers. In general, the health of livestock herds has
been of paramount importance for the Maasai communities in the
South Rift area, made more urgent by the droughts of 2000-1 and
2008-9. It has been by emphasizing the importance of ecological
integrity for the pastoralist lifestyle, rather than for biodiversity itself,
that both have been strengthened throughout the southern Rift
Valley.

The same study cited the importance of the South Rift Association
of Land Owners (SORALO), with which the Shompole Community
Trust is affiliated, in discouraging communities from sub-dividing
their lands, reinforcing the capabilities of the fifteen member group
ranches, and coordinating conservation efforts in the South Rift
region, as well as opening up the southern Kenyan tourism circuit.
The report also warned, however, that the increased elephant
migration in the region might lead to increased human-elephant
conflict. This quantitative research is supported by anecdotal
evidence, with Group Ranch members reporting increased numbers
of lesser kudu, hartebeests, oryx, wild dogs, and striped hyenas.

Wildlife monitoring through partnership with ACC
The African Conservation Centre (ACC) has been an important
partner for Shompole in monitoring species numbers. Early studies
by ACC researchers of the impacts of the Shompole Conservancy
indicated that wildlife numbers had tripled by 2006. The research
centre has stated the benefits of the conservancies around Lake
Magadi: “Rooted in the traditional coexistence between Maasai and
wildlife, the conservancies have seen elephants return to the South
Rift, wildlife herds double, lion numbers triple and cheetahs and
wild dogs become regular visitors. The conservancies also double
as traditional grass banks that cut livestock losses in drought,
promote rotational grazing and ease competition between wildlife
and livestock” (ACC, 2012). This grass bank function of Shompole’s
conservancy was particularly important during the drought period
of 2008-2009, although this nonetheless saw an estimated 65 per
cent loss of wildlife and the decimation of cattle numbers. High rains
since then have led to substantial grassland regeneration within the
Conservancy, especially in the wetlands around Loisiijo Lodge. The
current resident elephant population is between 80 and 100, while
lion numbers have increased to around 50.

Transferring monitoring responsibilities to the Maasai
To strengthen the knowledge base for conservation in the Magadi
area, SORALO, Shompole, and the ACC together set up the South
Rift Lale’enok Resource Center. The Center is named after the
traditional practice of Maasai scouts gathering information for
herd management. Lale’enok brings together community scouts,
local resource assessors, scientists, students and conservationists to
collate information crucial to wildlife conservation and community
development in the South Rift region.
Run by the Women’s Group of Olkiramatian Group Ranch, the
Lale’enok Resource Center has pioneered new approaches to
research, conservation and rangeland development. Elephants, lions,
and striped hyenas have been collared for monitoring purposes, with
a research fee paid to the Group Ranch. All research data is shared
7

with the Group Ranch, and made available to local people through
the resource centre. This is a crucial feature of research agreements,
ensuring that the Maasai benefit from the data collected, which is
not commonly seen in other cases. Much of the research has focused
on mitigating human-wildlife conflict.

also helped local people pay medical bills through direct assistance
where necessary. Two nurses are employed using tourism revenues,
and are based in Oloika and Pakase health clinics.

POLICY IMPACTS

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS

Shompole has been represented at both regional and national policy
levels through its participation in the Kajiado District Wildlife Forum
and the Kenya Wildlife Working Group. Much of the focus of these
forums has been on mitigating conflict between local needs and
Kenya Wildlife Service’s wildlife policies. As a successful example of
an initiative that conserves habitat while serving community needs,
Shompole has been able to share expertise and experience on this
issue. Through SORALO, Shompole Community Trust has established
close links with the African Conservation Centre and Kenya Wildlife
Service, bringing together governmental and non-governmental
bodies to monitor and conserve the area’s wildlife. Kenya Wildlife
Service has opened an office in Nairobi to advise other groups based
on Shompole’s successful example.

Job creation
Job creation in the construction and running of the lodges has
been the chief financial benefit for Group Ranch members, with
approximately 70 per cent of permanent and temporary jobs
generated by the ecotourism venture awarded to local people. The
construction of the lodges used local labour, with a total of USD
75,000 being paid to around 1,500 Group Ranch members who
assisted in the construction of the first lodge. Shompole Community
Trust itself has eleven Group Ranch members on its payroll, while the
expansion at the Nguruman Escarpment site and the construction of
the new Loisiijo Lodge also created jobs.

Revenue sharing – an evolving mechanism
Ecotourism revenues throughout the early years of operation
were estimated to be USD 2,000-5,000 per month for Shompole
Community Trust. This has since increased to USD 5,000-7,000 per
month with the growth of tourism. Under the terms of the new
contract being negotiated, total revenue to the community from
ecotourism will increase to as much as USD 37,500 per month. This
is based on a doubling of the conservation fee, accommodation
charged per bed, per night, and a conservative estimate of 30 per
cent average occupancy. During the high season, the average
monthly occupancy rate is over 65 per cent. This revenue is currently
held communally through Shompole Community Trust for use in
community development projects. In the future, however, this may
move towards a more direct disbursement of funds to individuals.

Investments in education
Benefits to community wellbeing from ecotourism can be seen
clearly in the field of education. Eight school teachers are employed
by Shompole Community Trust in local primary and nursery schools,
while between USD 5,000-10,000 in bursaries are awarded annually
to secondary school students. Shompole’s main school serves
approximately 400 students aged between seven and 15. The Danish
government recently contributed funds for the construction of a
dormitory to house 80 girls who live too far away from the school to
otherwise be able to attend on a regular basis.

Leveraging partnerships for investment
The annual Rhino Charge, an off-road motorsport competition
organized by a private company, raises almost KES 1.8m (USD 20,100)
for the Group Ranch through fees paid for the use of Group Ranch
land. A portion of this revenue has been used to build a dining hall
in a local school, using volunteers from USA schools through the
World Leadership School scheme. Shompole Community Trust has
8

Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY

as examples for other groups. SORALO has achieved substantial
conservation successes within the southern Rift Valley and fostered
close interaction between neighbouring group ranches to help
secure the ecological integrity of the Magadi region as a whole.

Shompole Community Trust’s ecotourism ventures are financially
self-sustaining and operate independently of external funding.
Although the Trust’s work has, however, benefitted from individual
grants, profits generated by the lodges cover their operating costs.
Challenges to Shompole’s continued sustainability relate primarily
to infrastructure. Local water management systems need to be
improved to lessen the impact of future droughts, and fire breaks
must be established to prevent bushfires destroying grassland,
especially around the Conservancy and the Kimur wetlands. The
existing road network is also in need of improvement. During the
rainy season, Shompole is almost inaccessible, while the seasonal
road leading to Loisiijo needs improvement. Only one bridge
currently crosses the Ewaso Ngíro River between Loisiijo and Oloika,
making travel between the two communities difficult.

PARTNERS
These include grants from the European Union’s Community
Development Trust Fund’s (CDTF) Biodiversity Conservation
Programme (BCP), which supported infrastructure improvements
during the initial construction phase of the Shompole lodge, and
more recently through its Community Environment Facility (CEF),
which gave a grant of two million Kenyan Shillings (approximately
USD 22,400 at 2010 exchange rates) for improvements to the lodge.
•

REPLICATION

•

Kenya Wildlife Service, the Ministry of Tourism, and the Ministry of
Forestry and Wildlife have all used Shompole Community Trust as a
model of successful community-based natural resource management.
Peer-to-peer learning exchanges have been conducted between
Shompole and projects in Amboseli National Park and the Maasai
Mara. This has also been facilitated by the creation of the South Rift
Association of Landowners (SORALO), which now covers 15 group
ranches and more than one million hectares of land.

•

•

SORALO’s establishment was a direct result of the success of
Shompole Group Ranch, and aimed to replicate its achievements
in neighbouring communities. The association is run by a Board of
Trustees, with a Shompole representative serving as Secretary. The
association has also appointed a Conservancy Warden and a Livestock
Officer. SORALO has functioned as a platform for knowledge sharing,
with the success of the Shompole and Olkiramatian ecotourism
ventures and natural resource management strategies serving

•
•
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The Art of Ventures: Partner in Maa O’Leng eco-lodge project;
has trained community members and marketed the project.
African Latitude Community Camps: Owns and manages Loisiijo
Lodge under lease agreement from Shompole Group Ranch.
Markets the lodge as a tourist destination.
African Conservation Centre: Has provided technical advice and
assistance in seeking funds from donors, linked the community
with private investors, and funded community capacity building
(including training workshops and in field research).
European Union Community Development Trust Fund (CDTF)
Biodiversity Conservation Programme (BCP) and Community
Environment Facility (CEF): Funded construction of a road
through wetlands and construction and furnishing of lodges.
Magadi Soda Company: Provided water for Oloika primary
school, and has assisted in providing bursaries and scholarships
to colleges and universities for local people.
The government of Kenya: Has assisted through the Kenya
Wildlife Service which trained community game scouts focused
on combating poaching, and has helped with monitoring of
wildlife.

FURTHER REFERENCE
•
•
•

African Conservation Centre. 2012. Ecosystem Monitoring http://conservationafrica.org/en/conservation-research/ecosystem-monitoring.html
African Conservation Centre. 2010. Elephant population and distribution in Kenya’s South Rift Valley (Period June 2006 - June 2010). ACC
Elephant Program.
Shompole Community Trust PhotoStory (Vimeo) http://vimeo.com/15782118
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