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PROJECT SUMMARY
Northern Rangelands Trust is a network of 27 community 
conservancies – which together cover over 31,000 square 
kilometers of land in northern Kenya – driving a movement 
of community-based conservation that puts indigenous 
communities at the forefront of land management, 
wildlife conservation and sustainable livestock practices. 
Supporting more than 315,000 conservancy members, the 
trust has helped address endemic problems ranging from 
droughts, ethnic rivalries, lack of access to government 
services such as health and education and wildlife poaching. 
New revenue streams through livelihoods diversification 
and improved land management practices have been 
directed towards local education and health infrastructure. 
Thousands of hectares of degraded pasture have been 
restored, and a degree of peace and economic stability has 
been introduced into this historically volatile region.

KEY FACTS
EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2014

FOUNDED: 2004

LOCATION: Northern Kenya

BENEFICIARIES: 27 community conservancies, 315,000 
people

AREA OF FOCUS: Biodiversity, rangeland restoration, iconic 
and endangered African wildlife
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Northern Rangeland Trust (NRT) conservancies cover a vast – 31,000 
square kilometers – and ecologically varied area of northern Kenya. 
The area ranges from coastal habitats - including beaches, coral reefs, 
estuaries, mangrove stands and riverine forests – inland to grass plains, 
savannahs, native woodlands and mountain ranges.  Endemic species 
found in NRT’s coastal conservancies include the Tana River red colo-
bus and the endangered Tana River mangabey.  The area is also home 
to the vulnerable dugong and several endangered species of marine 
turtles.  Iconic African wildlife found on NRT conservancy rangelands 
includes elephant, lion, cheetah, leopard, giraffe, hippopotamus, ge-
renuk, oryx and impala.  Species of particular conservation concern 
include the endangered African wild dog and Grevy’s zebra, and the 
critically endangered hirola and black rhino, the latter species having 
been reintroduced to the Sera Conservancy.  

Northern Rangelands Trust’s community conservancies are com-
prised of 16 different ethnic groups.  The majority of NRT conservancy 
members are pastoralists or agro-pastoralists, although fishing is an 
important livelihood in coastal conservancies.  Despite the diversity 
of habitats, ethnic groups and livelihoods, community conservancy 
members share several common experiences that come with living 
on remote, arid and semi-arid lands - namely frequent droughts, poor 
health care and limited government services.  Livelihood options are 
extremely limited and the poverty rates within some conservancies 
are amongst the highest in the country.  Malnutrition is widespread 
and primary school enrollment in northern Kenya is only 25 percent, 
with very few girls in attendance.  On top of these hardships, ethnic vi-
olence, cattle rustling, armed banditry and ivory poaching have been 
endemic to the area for decades.    

Background and Context
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Key Activities and Innovations

The Northern Rangelands Trust’s mission statement is “to develop re-
silient community conservancies that transform lives, secure peace 
and conserve natural resources.”  Toward this end, the organization 
promotes rural development, local employment, conflict resolu-
tion, habitat restoration and anti-poaching programs.  NRT supports 
pastoralist livelihoods through direct purchases of livestock from 
member conservancies.  This strategy provides members with a de-
pendable, viable livestock market and simultaneously addresses the 
quality and availability of rangelands for livestock and wildlife. 

Community conservancy model

The Northern Rangelands Trust is an umbrella organization that pro-
vides support, guidance, training and technical expertise to com-
munity conservancies.  Community conservancies are collectively 
owned and managed lands that implement conservation and sus-
tainable land management practices.  Community conservancies 
are autonomous, legally registered institutions with democratically 
elected boards of directors.  The board of directors usually numbers 
twelve and is elected from demarcated regions within each conser-
vancy.  Conservancy boards also include ex officio members of NRT, 
the Kenyan Wildlife Service and local officials.  Within each conser-
vancy, the board hires a manger, rangers and administrators, and ap-
points committees to oversee grazing, tourism and finance activities.  
Board members serve for a term of three years and are responsible 
for overseeing conservancy budgets.  Budgets are independently 
audited each year to insure transparency.  Each conservancy signs 
a memorandum of understanding with the Northern Rangelands 
Trust which outlines expected management actions.

The governing body of the Northern Rangelands Trust is called the 
Council of Elders.  The majority of the Council is composed of elected 
conservancy member chairpersons, joined by representatives from 
the Kenyan Wildlife Service, local county councils, NGOs and the pri-
vate sector.  The Council of Elders reviews the performance of con-
servancy members and ensures that they adhere to the standards 

and principles of NRT.  The Council of Elders also appoints eight of 
the 15-member NRT Board of Directors.

Holistic rangeland management 

Pastoralism has been a way of life for generations in northern Kenya, 
but growing populations, larger herds, erratic rains, drought and over-
grazing have degraded vast areas of rangelands, rendering them unfit 
for livestock and wildlife.  A 2014 study conducted by the World Agrofor-
estry Centre found that 70 percent of rangelands in NRT conservancies 
were highly degraded, and more than 50 percent of the area was heav-
ily eroded.  Diminishment in rangeland quality has in turn produced 
deleterious impacts on local livelihoods and sparked conflict between 
pastoralist groups over remaining quality rangelands.  In 2008, NRT 
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implemented a pilot grazing management program with the aim of 
reducing conflict and restoring rangelands for livestock and wildlife.  In-
spired by a study tour to Dimbangombe Ranch in northern Zimbabwe, 
NRT staff and local conservancy members began work with 20 pastoral-
ists and 200 head of cattle on a 1,200 hectare plot of land in West Gate 
Conservancy.  

Rather than allowing scattered grazing where livestock can con-
stantly browse large areas with no recovery time (as is traditionally 
practiced), herds were concentrated in delimited grazing areas. Here 
herds grazed, churned compacted soils with their hooves and de-
posited manure in concentration, fertilizing the soil.  The herds were 
then moved onto new lands and the grazed areas were left to lie 
fallow and re-grow grass.  Reseeding of areas with perennial grasses 
complemented the rotational grazing method, and rangeland res-
toration was further enhanced by the removal of invasive acacia 
species.  In addition, exclusion zones were created to provide “grass 
banks” for livestock and wildlife in times of drought.  The range-
land improved to such an extent that 300 additional head of cattle 
were introduced to the same area the following year.  The quality 
of browse in the experimental plot produces fatter, healthier cows 
whose market prices exceed those of traditionally-grazed cows by 
as much as 80 USD a head.  This holistic approach to rangeland re-
habilitation has subsequently been adopted by a number of NRT 
conservancies.  

Improving security

Northern Kenya has a history of violence, most recently stoked by 
ethnic tensions and readily available AK-47 weapons smuggled in 
from Somalia.  Regular instances of cattle rustling, wildlife poaching 
and highway banditry have contributed to the region’s reputation as 
a lawless area, making security a major priority for NRT conservan-
cies.  On a recent trip to NRT’s northern conservancies, Titus Letaapo, 

regional coordinator with Northern Rangelands Trust, underscored 
the severity of violence in the area:

“If we’d come here a few years ago, we would have run a high risk of 
being killed by bandits or cattle rustlers.  Even the elephants knew 
this was a no-go zone.  If they came through at night, they would do 
so on the run.  Giraffe, gerenuk and zebra were all killed for meat.  
Those days were good times for the vultures.”

To address security issues, NRT instituted a conservancy ranger pro-
gram.  Since 2010, more than 330 conservancy rangers have been 
trained by the Kenya Wildlife Service in gathering and sharing intel-
ligence, monitoring wildlife, managing combat situations and bush-
craft.  Some of the rangers have been accorded Kenya Police Reserve 
status, allowing them to carry government-issued weapons.  Con-
servancy rangers are responsible for protecting wildlife and manag-
ing conflict.  Where conservancies are home to two or more ethnic 
groups, conservancies ensure equal ethnic representation within 
ranger teams.

The 9-1 team, named after their radio call sign, is an elite security team 
made up of recruits from NRT’s Sera, Biliqo-Bulesa, Namunyak and 
Melako conservancies.  They were formed in response to a request 
from the communities for a representative, multi-ethnic security force 
to address longstanding violence in the area.  The 9-1 team was trained 
in weapons handling, combat operations and advanced first aid by 
members of the Kenya Police, the Kenya Wildlife Service and a former 
British Army Officer.  Their multi-ethnic diversity has enabled the team 
to gain trust and intelligence from villagers living in the conservan-
cies where they patrol.  Since their deployment, incidents of poaching, 
roadside banditry and cattle rustling have declined.  Because of their 
close ties with the Kenya Police, members of the 9-1 team are seen as 
both community policemen and wildlife guardians.  Success of the 9-1 
team has spawned the creation of a 9-2 team to work with conservan-
cies located south of the Ewaso Nyiro River.

NRT has also created a Conflict Resolution Team that is tasked with 
creating conditions for peace between ethnic groups and within 
communities.  The team is led by a retired senior chief and nine el-
ders known for their skills in conflict resolution.  The team mediates 
disputes over issues such as grazing rights, water rights or disputed 
election results, and helps to craft mutually agreeable solutions to 
conflicts, often leading to the creation of new bylaws or memoranda 
of understanding.  In addition to the Conflict Resolution Team, NRT 
inaugurated the Kom Peace Marathon in 2011.  The aim of the mara-
thon was to create an event that allowed different ethnic groups from 
five conservancies to come together, communicate and form connec-
tions.  For some competitors, it was their first experience interacting 
with members of other tribes.  The first marathon was so successful 
it was convened again the following year.  The night before the mar-
athon, young runners shared a meal, told stories, danced and sang 
together.  Such a harmonious gathering of different ethnic groups 
would have been unthinkable just a few years ago.  Indeed, 15 people 
were killed during a flare of ethnic violence in Kom in 2009.  Reflect-
ing on the marathon, Mohammed Jirma, a ranger from Biliqo-Bulesa 
Conservancy, said: “This is very good, seeing these young men from 
different tribes spending time together.  One thing is sure – if we have 
peace, it will be because the youth want peace.”
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS
The majority of Kenya’s wildlife lives outside of formally protected 
areas, and roughly a quarter of the country’s wildlife lives within the 
forests and rangelands of northern Kenya.  The Northern Rangelands 
Trust’s community conservancies therefore play a vital role in the 
conservation of Kenyan wildlife.  NRT’s holistic rangeland manage-
ment program is rehabilitating wildlife habitat.  Today, more than 
1.8 million hectares of land in 14 conservancies are under improved 
management.  The restoration of grasslands has brought back her-
bivores such as oryx and the endangered Grevy’s zebra to areas they 
previously shunned for lack of forage.  Recent studies reveal that 
populations of key wildlife species are stable or increasing in most 
of NRT’s conservancies, with the exception of lions, which are of-
ten killed by pastoralists.  Conservancy rangers and the 9-1 and 9-2 
teams have contributed to the improvement of wildlife security.  For 

example, since 2012, there has been a 43 percent decline in elephant 
poaching on conservancy lands.  

NRT has also supported implementation of targeted interventions 
for endangered flagship species.  NRT’s rangeland rehabilitation ini-
tiative, in concert with an anthrax vaccination program, has boosted 
the population of Grevy’s zebra.  Today, nearly 60 percent of all re-
maining Grevy’s zebra are found on NRT community conservancy 
land.  In 2012, the Ishaqbini Conservancy created a 3,000 hectare 
fenced, predator-free sanctuary for the critically endangered hirola 
antelope.  Starting with a population of 48 animals, the population 
has flourished, growing by 22 percent per year.  In 2014, the Sera 
Conservancy established the first community-owned black rhino 
sanctuary in East Africa.  15 black rhinos have been re-introduced 
to the Sera Conservancy, an area where they once roamed.  The rhi-
nos are ear-notched for identification and their horns have been im-
planted with transmitters.  24 rhino monitoring scouts will be spe-
cially trained to monitor the sanctuary and will work in collaboration 
with Kenya Police Reservists, with additional support provided by 
the Kenya Wildlife Service and NRT security teams.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
Conservancy members of the Northern Rangelands Trust are imple-
menting activities that generate local jobs, improve security, gen-
erate bursaries for the education of youths, empower women and 
create vital infrastructure such as schools, health clinics and wells.  
Habitat restoration, improved livelihoods and better infrastructure 
bolsters community resilience to climate change and enhances so-
cial well-being.

Promoting good governance

Good governance provides the foundation for effective community 
conservation.  It is central to garnering community support, ensur-
ing security and promoting community development and conserva-
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tion.  NRT annually scores conservancy performance against a set 
of criteria which measure: 1) accountability, representation, trans-
parency and equity; 2) financial management, donor relations and 
fund-raising; and 3) conservancy operations.  The scoring mecha-
nism provides a quick analysis of the state of governance in conser-
vancies and also helps NRT prioritize support to conservancies.  The 
top-ranked conservancy is recognized with the Northern Range-
lands Trust Conservancy Performance award.  Although governance 
scores are improving in a number of conservancies, significant chal-
lenges remain, including lack of local capacity and ongoing ethnic 
and community rivalries.  The ever-present threat of violence poses 
particular challenges to governance.  2014 saw a sharp increase in 
cattle rustling and numbers of people killed in insecurity incidents, 
including the first ever loss of NRT rangers (two were killed while fol-
lowing up on two separate incidents of stock theft).   

Creating employment opportunities

One of NRT’s most important objectives is to show how conservation 
can provide benefits to conservancy members.  Without seeing di-
rect livelihoods benefits from conservation, local communities have 
little incentive to improve rangelands or protect wildlife.  Therefore 
creating local employment, diversifying the economy and support-
ing rural livelihoods are vital to the conservation of wildlife in north-
ern Kenya.  In 2014, conservancies and related businesses employed 
765 full-time and 641 part-time employees.  Tourism produced an-
other 186 full and part-time jobs for conservancy members.  These 
jobs are proof that conservation can act as an economic engine.  The 
jobs are also building vital capacity within conservancies.

Tourism

Tourism is an important and growing source of revenue for NRT 
conservancies.  Currently, ten NRT conservancies host at least one 
tourist facility, while several other conservancies receive financial 
support from tourist lodges located in neighboring conservancies.  
Most of the lodges engage in high-end market eco-tourism but also 
include some cultural tourism that involves local villages.  In 2014, 
tourism contributed 47.6 million Kenyan shillings (461,000 USD) to 
conservancy coffers.  Profits from tourism are used to support school 
bursaries (over 1,000 bursaries were issued in 2011), ranger salaries, 
local infrastructure and conservancy core costs. 

NRT Trading Livestock to Market Program

NRT created a Livestock to Market program to reward conservancies 
that have implemented holistic rangeland practices and other im-
portant conservation activities.  NRT pays fair market prices for cat-
tle, directly purchasing animals from pastoralists in high-performing 
conservancies.  Direct purchases of cattle save pastoralists from the 
arduous process of leading herds to market, which is costly, danger-
ous and often results in underweight livestock.  Once purchased by 
NRT, the cattle are quarantined on the Lewa Wildlife Conservancy, 
and later fattened and slaughtered at the Ol Pejeta Conservancy.  
This initiative rewards sustainable natural resource management 
and gives pastoralists a premium that they would otherwise not re-
ceive on the open market.  Pastoralists have welcomed the program 
but are well aware that their participation is contingent upon their 

conservancy’s performance.  Nura Ali, a herder from the village of Di-
ma-Ado, sums up the situation this way: “We only have access to the 
program if we manage the conservancy properly and look after the 
wildlife; if we don’t, then NRT won’t buy our cattle.”  Profits from the 
sale of cattle cover NRT Trading’s costs and provide a source of rev-
enue for conservancies.  In 2014, 1063 pastoral households earned 
68.3 million Kenyan shillings (660,000 USD) from cattle sales.  This 
figure represents a 300 percent increase from the previous year and 
augurs well for the continued expansion of the program.

NRT Trading

In 2006, the Northern Rangelands Trust established NRT Trading, an 
enterprise development engine that assists community conservancy 
members in the production and marketing of locally made products 
such as beadwork and crafts (in 2014, NRT Trading obtained limited 
company status).  To date, NRT Trading has trained more than 900 
women in craft making, accounting, marketing and leadership.  In 
2013, sales of beadwork and crafts earned nearly one million USD, 
providing women with a reliable source of income.  Women who 
have successfully completed an accounting class with NRT Trading 
are qualified to secure a loan through a microcredit scheme.  This 
financing mechanism gives entrepreneurial women a chance to cre-
ate small businesses and diversify their income.  After a two-month 
grace period, women must repay the loan over the course of a year 
at 5 percent interest.  To date, none of the women’s groups have de-
faulted on their loans.  Many women have used the loans to estab-
lish craft-making enterprises, while others have established small 
retail shops, tailoring businesses and butcheries.  One woman used 
a microcredit loan from NRT Trading to purchase a solar panel and 
establish a mobile phone charging business in her village.  The abil-
ity to earn a separate income is changing women’s lives.  Remarks 
Hafaro Galimogle, chair of a women’s group in Laisamis in Melako 
Conservancy: “In the past, we always had to ask our husbands for 
money when we wanted to buy anything, either for ourselves or our 
children.  But now we’ve got our own money, we are able to pay for 
our children to go to school and to buy better food.”      
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GENDER
NRT encourages the formation of women’s groups in member con-
servancies.  Today, there are 2,235 women in 135 groups in 12 con-
servancies.  Many of the women’s groups access NRT Trading train-
ing programs.  NRT encourages member conservancies to include 
women in their directorships and management teams, but to date, 
only a handful of women occupy leadership roles.  NRT’s recently 
published Strategic Plan highlighted the under-representation of 
women in decision-making roles in conservancies as an organiza-
tional weakness.  Addressing the importance of including women in 
environmental conservation and conflict resolution, Beatrice Lemp-
aira, manager of the Naibunga Community Conservancy, remarked: 

“Women are severely underrepresented in NRT conservancies and this 
has to change.  Women have a crucial role to play in the future of com-
munity conservation.  For a start they form a considerable proportion of 
the population across NRT community conservancies, and they interact 
with their natural resources every day.  They understand the landscape, 
and have a unique traditional knowledge of it.  Also, although the men 
might never admit it, women play a unifying role within the household.  
Women can be a powerful tool in conflict resolution.”

To achieve greater female empowerment, longstanding cultural atti-
tudes and practices in the region, including forced marriages of young 

girls, beading and female genital mutilation, must be addressed.  To-
ward this end, NRT is partnering with the Samburu Girls Foundation to 
hold local workshops to empower women, sensitize communities to 
harmful cultural practices, provide governance and leadership train-
ing, and inspire community members to become champions for equal 
representation and the education of young girls.  

POLICY IMPACTS
Northern Rangelands Trust and the Kenya Community Conservancies 
Association have pushed for government recognition of community 
conservancies for years.  In December 2013, NRT saw years of lobbying 
efforts come to fruition when the Kenyan Parliament passed the Wildlife 
Conservation Bill.  Two weeks later the new Wildlife Act was signed into 
law by the president.  The bill provides for legal recognition of commu-
nity conservancies and reserves two seats on the Kenya Wildlife Service 
board for conservancies, thereby giving communities a voice in wild-
life management decision making.  The act calls for the devolution of 
wildlife management through the creation of wildlife conservation and 
compensation committees.  Additional provisions of the act include: 
the establishment of an endowment to support conservation outside 
of national parks; the creation of a compensation fund to reimburse 
communities for deaths, injuries or property destruction caused by 
wildlife; and the imposition of punitive penalties for poaching.

“Better management of the rangelands – which includes strict grazing plans established 
by  conservancy boards – means that both  wildlife and livestock will benefit. More wildlife  

encourages tourism, which in turn diversifies  the livelihoods of other members of the 
community.”

Northern Rangelands Trust
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SUSTAINABILITY
All of Northern Rangelands Trust’s 27 community conservancy  
members are heavily reliant upon donor funding, which is secured 
through NRT.  Development of tourism and livestock markets is pro-
viding conservancies with revenue streams, a portion of which are 
used to fund local schools, health care facilities, and conservancy op-
erational costs, including ranger salaries and vehicle maintenance.  
Improvements in rangeland conditions are allowing pastoralists to 
expand the sizes of their herds and the numbers of livestock sold to 
NRT, further increasing annual income for communities.  Restored 
rangelands in turn attract more wildlife, broadening eco-tourism 
development options for communities.  Payment for ecosystem ser-
vices (PES) schemes have the potential to provide an additional rev-
enue stream for conservancies in the future.  For example, the Ngare 
Ndare conservancy earned 6.1 million Kenyan shillings (59,000 USD) 
in 2014 for protecting water services.  Conservancies that improve 
their rangelands may earn additional income from the carbon mar-
ket.  To date, commercial income from tourism, livestock and PES has 
covered between 12 and 18 percent of community conservancy’s 
annual operating costs.  In addition to implementing programs de-
signed to achieve a level of economic self-sufficiency amongst mem-
ber conservancies, NRT seeks to foster long term social sustainability 
through the promotion of good governance and conflict resolution.

REPLICATION
Northern Rangelands Trust is a leader in community-based natural 
resource management.  Its operational principles, including good 
governance, resilient livelihoods, security, conservation and rural de-
velopment, have been adopted and applied to community conser-
vation initiatives across Africa.  Within Kenya, communities continue 
to approach the organization for guidance and assistance.  In 2013, 
seven new community conservancies were created with the help of 
NRT, leading to the establishment of a satellite headquarters for six 
conservancies on Kenya’s northern coastline, now operating under 
the name NRT-Coast.  Munira Bashir, Head of Community Enterprises 

at the Kenya Wildlife Service supports NRT’s work and would like to 
see it expand further: “We look at NRT as a model of how to support 
conservancies, and we’d like to see something similar replicated in 
other parts of the country.”

Recently, Northern Rangelands Trust created a Conservancy Manage-
ment Monitoring System, a cost-effective method to monitor changes 
in the abundance of wildlife in conservancies.  The monitoring system 
is implemented by conservancy rangers who input exact locations of 
individual wildlife sightings into a GPS device.  The rangers are then 
trained in computer skills and taught how to prepare abundance his-
tograms and maps.  Today, more than 200 rangers are gathering data 
on a daily basis across nearly one million hectares.  The initiative has 
proven that low-cost community wildlife monitoring can produce 

Sustainability and Replication
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credible, reliable information.  Data from the monitoring system is 
now used as part of the CITES Monitoring of Illegal Killing of Elephants 
(MIKE) program.  The monitoring system shows great potential for re-
gional and global replication by community-based conservation ini-
tiatives that are engaged in wildlife management.

PARTNERS
Over the past decade, the Northern Rangelands Trust has formed 
crucial partnerships with more than 35 national and international 
government agencies, foundations, zoos, and NGOs.  Support of core 
operations and major programs has been provided by the United 
States Agency for International Aid (USAID), the French international 
development agency (AFD), the UK’s Department for International 
Development (DFID), and the international development arms of the 
Dutch and Danish Embassies.  The Nature Conservancy and Fauna 
and Flora International provide the organization with funding and 
technical expertise and also serve as institutional members on NRT’s 

board.  The International Elephant Foundation supports NRT’s anti-
poaching efforts, specifically the anti-poaching units 9-1 and 9-2.  
The Tusk Trust funds security and ranger operations as well as the 
core operating costs of several NRT member community conservan-
cies.  Contributors to the establishment of the Sera Rhino Sanctuary 
include the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the Hawksford Foundation 
and the Lundin Foundation.  A partnership with Zoos Victoria in Aus-
tralia has provided an important outlet for beadwork and crafts pro-
duced by NRT Trading.  Close working partnerships with the Lewa 
Wildlife Conservancy and the Ol Pejeta Conservancy bolster NRT’s 
security operations and livestock program.  Purdue University, USA, 
and Egerton University, Kenya, have provided technical and scien-
tific expertise to the rangelands management program, particularly 
with respect to the interaction between livestock and wildlife.  Gov-
ernmental partners include the Kenya Forest Service and the Kenya 
Wildlife Service, with the latter holding a seat on NRT’s board.  For a 
complete list of NRT partners as well as descriptions of their support 
to the organization, see: http://www.nrt-kenya.org/our-partners.

“It is impossible to exaggerate the importance that NRT attaches to encouraging better 
relations  between ethnicities. It starts with encouraging dialogue through peace meetings with 

the elders of neighboring tribes, many of whom have admitted they would never have been 
shaking hands a few years ago. Then it is about good governance of a conservancy which the 

community feel a sense of ownership of.”
Northern Rangelands Trust

http://www.nrt-kenya.org/our-partners
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