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UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
Local and Indigenous communities across the world are 
advancing innovative sustainable development solutions 
that work for people and for nature. Few publications 
or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives 
evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they change 
over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories 
with community practitioners themselves guiding the 
narrative. The Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap.

The UNDP Equator Initiative, supported by generous 
funding from the German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ) and the Norwegian 
Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD), awarded 
the Equator Prize 2020 to 10 outstanding Indigenous and 
local communities from 10 countries. The winning orga-
nizations showcase innovative nature-based solutions 
(NBS) for tackling biodiversity loss and climate change. 

Selected from 583 nominations from more than 120 
countries, the winners were celebrated at a high-profile 
virtual event on 29 September 2020. The event was held 
in conjunction with the UN Biodiversity Summit and the 
75th Session of the UN General Assembly, both also held 
virtually. The winners are sustainably protecting, restor-
ing, and managing forests, farms, wetlands, and marine 
ecosystems to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions, help 
communities adapt to climate change, and create a green 
new economy. Since 2002, the Equator Prize has been 
awarded to 255 initiatives.

The following case study is one in a growing series that 
describes vetted and peer-reviewed best practices intended 
to inspire the policy dialogue needed to scale nature-based 
solutions essential to achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).

http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858


KEY FACTS
Equator Prize winner 	 Founded

2020	 2016

Location 

Nashulai Maasai Conservancy, including the villages of 
Oldapash/Embuseli, Ilokusoro/Olkiu, Emarti, Oloochura, 
Olaimutuia/Olngoswa, Olekeene, Olboma, Oloirien; 
Narok County, Maasai Mara, Republic of Kenya 

Beneficiaries

3,000 Nashulai resident direct beneficiaries; 28,000 
additional regional beneficiaries beyond the 
Conservancy’s borders 

Thematic areas 

Sustainable land management; Biodiversity conservation; 
Preservation of Indigenous or traditional knowledge

Fields of work

Protected area management; Ecosystem restoration; 
Wildlife conservation

Sustainable Development Goals addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2020 WINNER FILM

PROJECT SUMMARY
Nashulai Maasai Conservancy is one of the first 
Indigenous-owned and -run conservancies in East 
Africa, representing a bold and enlightened new 
conservation model in response to catastrophic 
threats of species loss, cultural extinction, increas-
ing poverty, and climate change. Within the 
Republic of Kenya, the Conservancy is located in 
the Maasai Mara, one of the world’s most biodi-
verse ecosystems. The Conservancy was created 
by and continues to be governed and managed 
by Maasai people, whose ancestors have inhabited 
the land for millennia, sustaining themselves and 
their herds in harmony with nature. Home to 3,000 
people, the Conservancy is a 1,214-hectare triangle 
connecting a critical migratory corridor for wildlife 
from two globally important ecosystems—the 
Mara and the Serengeti. During just four years, the 
Conservancy has removed 25 kilometres of fenc-
ing, created mixed-use commons for people and 
wildlife to thrive together, conserved the Sekenani 
River through cleanups and tree planting, and in-
spired the launch of two other community-run con-
servancies. Since 2016, Nashulai communities have 
witnessed a remarkable return of wildlife, including 
threatened and endangered species. They have 
also ushered in a return of livelihood opportunities 
and cultural survival for Maasai families. Nashulai 
works to improve gender equality in education and 
leadership, while preventing practices like female 
genital mutilation (FGM), early marriage, and 
gender discrimination. The Conservancy has sup-
ported communities in building 2 primary schools, 
provided clean water access to Nashulai’s 3,000 
residents, built community gardens in each village, 
and organized food rations during the COVID-19 
pandemic to 28,520 people across the region. 

The depiction and use of boundaries and related information shown 
on maps or included in text of this document are not guaranteed to 
be free from error, nor do they imply official acceptance or recognition 
by the United Nations. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kHZ9tzP1e84
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The true Maasai story is about our relationship to our land, to our people, and to our wildlife who share it. The 
pressures of climate change, habitat depletion, external development, land commodification, and poverty have 
been increasing over the years, imperiling our land’s capacity to sustain the life—human, pastoral, and wild—that 
depends on it. Our land was being fenced and sold off at an alarming rate, and it was at risk of declining into 
desert or being sold off to outsiders. Foreign-run conservancies were being formed, but they were wildlife-only 
sanctuaries where Maasai were forced off their ancestral land, becoming impoverished ‘conservation refugees.’ 
Our community’s landowning families determined to form our own conservancy to halt the downward spiral—to 
remain on our land, to remove the fences, and create mixed-use commons where our wildlife and livestock could 
live in sustainable balance and regenerate their habitat.

Across our 5,000 acres, we’ve already proven what the communal action of an Indigenous people can accomplish. It is 
because of our traditional knowledge that we’ve regenerated our ecosystem so quickly. We abandoned our colonial-
era fenced-in plots of land, pulled down the fences to reopen the ancient migration corridor. We’ve returned to our 
traditional seasonal and rotational grazing schedule and replacing large Zebu herds with smaller but more valuable 
Indigenous Borana cattle herds to better restore and sustain our grasslands and reduce human-wildlife conflict. And 
we did this collectively as a community, guided by our Committee of Elders. We are a living laboratory to test new 
ideas. We see ourselves as an epicenter for a transformation that goes far beyond our own borders. We’re inspiring, 
training, and influencing others. We want to be an inspiration through Maasai lands and beyond.

— Nelson Ole Reiyia, Co-Founder, Nashulai Maasai Conservancy 

The 1,214-hectare Nashulai Maasai Conservancy is a small 
but vital piece of the vast Mara-Serengeti ecosystem, a 
region of immense biodiversity bordering the famous 
Maasai Mara National Reserve in the Republic of Kenya. 
The land is a connecting corridor along the Serengeti 
migration, the largest terrestrial migration in the world 
earning it the designation as one of the Natural Wonders 
of the World. Each year, more than 2 million mammals, 
including 1.5 million wildebeest, migrate along the circular 
route from Tanzania’s Serengeti National Park, an UNESCO 
World Heritage Site, to the waters and grasslands of the 
Maasai Mara in Kenya. Noted for this biodiversity, the 
Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF) has designated 
the region as a Key Biodiversity Area within the Eastern 
Afromontane Biodiversity Hotspot.

Maasai Indigenous communities have lived in balance 
with nature in the Maasai Mara for millennia. Known also 
as Maasailand, the region is embedded with sacred Maasai 
stories and wisdom. However, some outside conservation 
organizations have established wildlife-only sanctuaries in 
the region, causing various concerns for Maasai communities. 
Rather than recognizing Maasai communities’ deep history 
protecting their ecosystem, some conservation organizations 
have pressured, coerced, or forced Maasai people off their 
land. As this conservation model proliferated, many Maasai 
families have become ‘conservation refugees’—having been 
removed from their land involuntarily, by force or coercion, in 
the name of conservation science. This model of conservation 
has both threatened cultural survival and perpetuated 
human poverty. It has also missed immense opportunities 
to learn from Indigenous and local communities about their 
effective local conservation methods.



5

Origin and structure

At the time of Nashulai Maasai Conservancy’s formation 
in 2016, this vital link in the wildlife corridor was facing 
imminent risks. Climate change, poverty, development, 
and land conversion were endangering the land’s capacity 
to sustain the biodiverse ecosystem. To protect and 
restore their land, Maasai communities within Nashulai 
established one of the first Indigenous-owned and -run 
conservancies in East Africa. 

The Nashulai Maasai Conservancy envisioned a new 
model that would not pressure communities off their land, 
but, instead, restore the balance of human life, wildlife, 
and pastoralism once integral to the Maasai way of life. 
By reviving Indigenous knowledge and combining it with 
new technology, the Conservancy has demonstrated 
that humans and wildlife can prosper together and that 
Indigenous communities can lead the way. 

Beginning in 2016, Maasai landowners across eight 
villages within the territory came together to agree 
on conservation practices and regulations across their 
lands. They also agreed on a mission: to conserve wildlife, 

preserve culture, and reverse poverty. The communities 
launched the Conservancy through crowdfunding, a vital 
funding tool that provided unrestricted funds and full 
control over their direction. Since then, the Conservancy 
has also utilized grant awards to launch new projects, such 
as ecotourism, soapmaking, and beadmaking. Many of 
these projects are designed to become self-sustaining as 
they begin generating increased revenue. 

Conservancy members elect a 13-member Landowner 
and Elder Committee every three years at the group’s 
Annual General Meeting. Candidates are weighted based 
on village cluster representation and gender balance. 
This Committee consults with the Conservancy Board 
of Directors and Chief Executive Officer (CEO), ensuring 
that every decision considers Conservancy rules, cultural 
sensitivity, and community interests. The Conservancy 
CEO oversees various Conservancy staff positions, 
including the Conservancy Manager, Projects Manager, 
Warden, Resource Mobilization Officer, Communications 
Officer, Project Officer, and Supervisor.
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LOCAL CHALLENGES 

Loss of Maasai traditional lands and land-use practices

While Maasai communities traditionally shared their 
territory with wildlife and each other, colonialism brought 
forced evictions, land losses, and increased pressures to 
shift away from traditional and Indigenous land practices, 
including communal and rotational grazing patterns. In 
addition to losing large swaths of ancestral lands entirely, 
communities were asked to commodify the remaining 
land. Open land was converted into sub-divided plots, 
fencing off ancient migratory routes and reducing wild 
habitat. Also, under foreign pressure, Maasai pastoralists 
adopted new agricultural practices, including importing 
non-native cattle species, increasing herd sizes, and 

managing herds on permanent plots. These livestock-
management practices have not proven to be well-suited 
for the climate and environment over the long term. 
Non-native cattle are more prone to dehydration, adding 
stress to freshwater supplies and vegetation over time, 
and causing cattle to perish more quickly during drought. 
Increased cattle herd size has caused overgrazing and soil 
compaction. Permanent cattle enclosures have increased 
predation opportunities and fueled human-wildlife 
conflict. By 2016, Nashulai’s founding year, the ancient 
wildlife migrations in Nashulai had ceased, while rivers 
that once ran clear ran brown. 

Marginalization of Maasai communities related to ecosystem benefits

When outside-run conservation organizations establish 
wildlife-only sanctuaries, they force local people off 
their land. Maasai Mara landowners are given payments 
or development promises, such as building a school, 
to vacate their land. But, without the land, many faced 
further impoverishment. The wildlife tourism industry 
in the Maasai Mara generates billions of dollars, but the 
Maasai people, having often been forced out of the 

conservation equation, are mostly not the beneficiaries. 
This conservation model separates local people from 
nature and its economic benefits. Maasai communities 
refer to individuals removed from their ancestral lands in 
the name of conservation as ‘conservation refugees.’ Such 
conservation refugees do not reap the ecosystem benefits 
of conservation. Instead, they pay a high cost, including 
threatened cultural survival and increased poverty. 

Increasing threats of climate change and water insecurity 

Nashulai Maasai Conservancy residents consider climate 
change to be the single most significant threat to both 
humans and wildlife. Recently, regional communities have 
experienced intensifying weather patterns, including 
devastating droughts and the drying of rivers.

A 2018 drought in the Mara River Basin led to disastrous 
impacts for the world-renowned migration of wildlife 
between the Serengeti and the Maasai Mara. That year, 
for the first time in the community’s living memory, more 
than 2 million animals could not swim in the Mara River 
and lost the primary water source for their journey. These 

included the Serengeti migration herds of wildebeest 
(Connochaetes taurinus), plains zebra (Equus quagga), 
and Thompson’s gazelle (Eudorcas thomsonii). Nashulai 
residents estimate that 70 percent of their livestock and 
vast unknown numbers of wildlife perished. 

During 2019, the Sekenani River, the lifeblood of Nashulai 
villages and a river known to run year-round, dried 
up completely. The Sekenani River is an 18-kilometre 
mountain stream in the Mara River watershed. It crosses 
Nashulai and flows into the Talek River, eventually flowing 
into the Mara River. As the primary freshwater source for 
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the entire Mara-Serengeti ecosystem, including more than 
1 million people, the Mara River is a lifeline for Kenya.

Following the trends of climate change, Nashulai 
leaders are concerned that the Mara River could dry up 
indefinitely in three to eight years. Climate change is 
not the only stress on rivers in the region. Unsustainable 

agricultural activities and forest loss upstream and along 
the river banks also threaten the river’s longevity. Should 
the Mara River further deteriorate, villages across Kenya 
and Tanzania could face severe economic consequences 
from the loss of tourism and agricultural livelihoods, while 
communities could face increased public health concerns. 

Gender-based violence and discrimination 

Across Kenya, women and girls are often excluded from 
socio-economic decision-making processes at the family, 
clan, community, and national levels. Further, girls often 
disproportionately lack access to education. Harmful 
practices like female genital mutilation (FGM) and early 
marriage also present challenges for women. Additionally, 
the impacts of land-rights challenges, conflicts, poverty, 

and climate change are often felt more by women, who 
may have less access to opportunities beyond traditional 
household roles. Women and girls continue to face 
discrimination and gender-based violence in communities 
within Nashulai, and these challenges affect equal 
access and involvement in conservation and sustainable 
community development.
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LOCAL RESPONSES 

Establishing a new model for conservation

Community members from the villages within Nashulai’s 
1,214-hectare territory united in 2016 to discuss, agree upon, 
and formalize terms for their mixed-model community-based 
conservancy. The landowner terms included removing fences 
that divide migratory lands, as well as returning to seasonal 
rotational grazing, native cattle, and smaller herds. The 
terms also banned sand harvesting and logging to protect 
waterways and banned the retaliatory killing of wildlife. 
Landowners receive lease payments to implement these 
practices, allowing them to remain sustainably on their land, 
while contributing to conservation and land regeneration. 
Nashulai community members established Nashulai Maasai 
Conservancy as a registered Community-Based Organization 
(CBO) and elected a Landowner and Elder Committee to 
guide the Conservancy.

After establishing their terms, Nashulai landowners 
removed 25 kilometres of fencing that had severed wildlife 
corridors. This re-established mixed-use commons where 
wildlife and livestock could live together. Within a year, the 
grasslands returned and more than 10,000 wildebeest and 
zebra migrated into Nashulai land. This migration was the 
largest in living memory to move through the area. The 
African savanna elephant (Loxodonta africana), identified 
as an endangered species by the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List of Threatened 
Species, also returned to its historic birthing grounds within 
Nashulai. From 2018 to 2020, 50 elephants were born on 

these grounds. The Masai giraffe (Giraffa camelopardalis 
ssp. tippelskirchii), designated by the IUCN Red List as an 
endangered species, and impala (Aepyceros melampus) 
also began birthing in Nashulai. Nashulai rangers report 
it has become common for herds of 20 or more mammals 
to take up temporary residence every few weeks within 
Nashulai so their young can feed on the acacia woods. 
During 2019, these herds included approximately 500 
zebra, 200 wildebeest, and 80 giraffes, as well as 25 lions 
(Panthera leo), which are identified by the IUCN Red List as 
a vulnerable species. Remarkably, for the first time in living 
memory, 10 cheetahs (Acinonyx jubatus), also identified 
as a vulnerable species, began including Nashulai in 
their range. Landowners and community members see 
the potential for increased ecotourism as a result of this 
powerful community-based wildlife conservation.

With improved organization and communication across 
villages, community members are working together on 
community development. They have built two schools, 
purchased a school bus, supported clean water access for 
all villages, and led a Community Feeding Programme to 
28,520 people across the Mara region during the economic 
hardships of the COVID-19 pandemic. Together, Nashulai 
communities have launched agricultural cooperatives, 
river restoration projects, women’s empowerment groups, 
and a Nashulai Cultural Training Institute. 
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KEY IMPACTS 

Establishing a new model for  
conservation 

	■ Removal of 25 kilometres of fencing restored Nashulai grasslands and the ancient wildlife migration 
corridor.

	■ Return of 500 zebras, 500 gnu, 200 wildebeest, 80 giraffes, 25 lions, 10 cheetahs, and several African 
wild dogs to Nashulai lands.

	■ Return of at least 5 elephant herds and birth of 50 elephants in two years. 
	■ Return of giraffe and impala to birthing grounds.
	■ Delivery of food rations to 28,520 people.

Nashulai ranger patrol and monitoring

Nashulai’s Ranger Patrol Programme supports the group’s 
mission: to alleviate poverty, preserve culture, and protect 
wildlife. Nashulai rangers conduct daily patrols from 4 a.m. 
to 4 p.m. in groups of four to eight rangers. During patrols, 
rangers monitor Nashulai’s elephant birthing grounds, bird 
sanctuary, key species, and at least 12 species noted for 
population concerns by the IUCN Red List of Threatened 
Species. After conducting patrols, rangers review and 
record their findings, including animal sightings and 
markings. Rangers also record any signs of illegal activity, 
including poaching, wildlife trading, charcoal burning, 
and logging. Additionally, rangers report any enforcement 
actions taken based upon Kenyan laws.

By hiring local community members, the programme 
creates economic opportunities and even transformation 
for former poachers, who can now become rangers. The 
economic benefits of the ranger programme motivate 
community members to protect their natural resources. 
To launch this programme, Nashulai Maasai Conservancy 

established the Ranger Fund, which raises funds from 
individuals worldwide who want to support a living wage 
for rangers and provide essential equipment, conservation 
technology, and training.

Rangers have helped prevent human-wildlife conflict by 
organizing and leading an initiative to purchase school buses 
to protect children on their way to school. They monitor 
water collection areas where residents might experience 
wildlife attacks. Rangers also contribute to community 
education, hosting trainings on essential conservation issues 
like garbage disposal and waste management. Lastly, rangers 
are expert guides and can provide limited but unique and 
deeply personal guided tours upon request.

Nashulai Maasai rangers have become symbols of a new 
era of Maasai warriors in the 21st Century. Often wearing 
a traditional Maasai shuka (a red plaid fabric) and leaning 
on a pastoral stick, rangers continue to be icons as 
longstanding pastoralists and protectors of the land, but 
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now also as wildlife conservation rangers. In continuing 
to evolve this icon, the Nashulai Maasai Conservancy will 
soon launch its first ranger training programme for Maasai 
women. They will also work with the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP) on geospatial analysis 
and drone training, as well as adopt new monitoring and 
data management technologies.

KEY IMPACTS 

Nashulai ranger patrol and monitoring

	■ Local monitoring of 12 vulnerable, threatened, endangered, or critically endangered species.
	■ Prevention of human-wildlife conflict at schools and water collection sites.
	■ Engagement of four former poachers in the Ranger Patrol Programme between 2018 and 2020. 
	■ Launch of first women’s ranger training programme.

Nashulai land and agricultural cooperatives

Nashulai Maasai Conservancy has returned to traditional 
practices of pastoralism, including managing smaller 
livestock herds and using seasonal grazing patterns. Inside 
Conservancy boundaries, the group has also reintroduced 
native cattle breeds, such as the Kenyan Borana cow (Bos 
indicus), which has proven to be more drought resistant. 
These pastoral practices reduce livestock’s impact on 
nature, protecting the land from overgrazing and allowing 
the soil to sequester more carbon, thus contributing to 
climate change mitigation. Smaller rotational herds also 
reduce incidents of wildlife attacking livestock, bringing 

critical relief to the human-wildlife conflict and retaliatory 
killings of wildlife in the region.

In addition to improved livestock practices, Nashulai 
introduced three cooperative community gardens and 
helped 50 residents establish household gardens to 
grow food for consumption and the market. Community 
gardens are living laboratories where residents can test 
natural growing methods. 
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KEY IMPACTS 

Nashulai land and agricultural cooperatives 

	■ Reduction of human-wildlife conflicts.
	■ Three cooperative community gardens established. 
	■ Food gardens established for 50 residents.

River restoration

To restore the Mara River Basin, which faces significant 
threats from climate change and environmental 
degradation, the Nashulai Maasai Conservancy has 
engaged in a variety of river restoration activities. The 
Conservancy’s first river restoration project focused on 
the Sekenani River, which runs through the Nashulai 
Maasai Conservancy to the Talek River, ultimately feeding 
the Mara River. Today, the Sekenani River is brown from 
decades of pollution and erosion of its riverbanks. But 
30 years ago, the Sekenani ran clear. During 2020, the 
Nashulai Maasai Conservancy began the  Sekenani River 
Restoration Project to restore this river’s health and vitality. 
The Conservancy removed waste along 15 kilometres of 

the riverbed and replanted trees along its banks. More 
than 10,000 tree saplings and 25,000 tree seeds have been 
planted by 224 woman and youth. The Conservancy will 
continue to dredge and restore the final 5 kilometres of 
riverway and plant at least 3,000 more trees. 

A water monitoring project is being developed for local 
youth to learn about conservation science monitoring 
of riverways. Nashulai members are also planning a 
beekeeping enterprise to protect newly planted trees from 
large herbivores. Upon completion, the community plans 
to replicate this river cleanup model in other tributaries 
throughout the Mara River Basin. 

KEY IMPACTS 

River restoration

	■ Waste removed from 15 kilometres of the Sekenani River. 
	■ During 2020, 224 women and youth planted 10,000 tree saplings and 25,000 tree seeds.
	■ Community water monitoring programme joined by 100 youth.
	■ Beekeeping programme for conservation plans to engage 300 women and youth.
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Gender equity actions

Nashulai Maasai Conservancy chose to elect women to its 
Landowner and Elder Committee and its Board of Directors, 
setting a powerful precedent for women’s involvement in 
decision-making and leadership. Conservancy projects 
respect traditional Maasai gender roles, while promot-
ing equity, including equitable access to education and 
economic opportunity. The Conservancy has success-
fully created access and inclusion for women and girls in 
the Sekenani River Restoration Project and the Community 
Feeding Programme, which has helped prevent starva-
tion for residents in Lemek, Naboisho, Siana, Mara North, 
Pardamat, Isaaten, Olchoro, Olkinyei, Olderkesi, Enoonkishu, 
Olaremotoroki, Olaro, Oloisukut, Olerai, and the Maasai 
Mara National Reserve during the COVID-19 pandemic.

During 2019, Nashulai launched the Women and Girls 
Empowerment Project (WGEP) to provide sexual repro-
ductive health education and improve community per-

ceptions about the value of educating girls. The project 
also works to improve girls’ self-agency to refuse female 
genital mutilation (FGM) and early marriage, while taking 
a firm stand against gender-based violence. One of the 
WGEP’s key components is the Emergency Education 
Programme. Through this programme, village landown-
ers use their land lease payments to establish village 
bursary funds, which support families to keep girls in 
school. WGEP has also helped organize 300 women and 
girls into economic groups to learn about group savings 
and financial management, small-scale entrepreneur-
ship, and leadership. The WGEP is also launching an edu-
cational programme through Maa radio with a potential 
reach of 1.5 million people. The programme prevents 
school dropouts, protects many girls from FGM and early 
marriage, and creates economic and educational oppor-
tunities for women. 

KEY IMPACTS 

 Gender equity actions

	■ Sexual reproductive health education provided for 350 girls.
	■ Economic groups serve 300 women and girls.

Netii Apa Maasai Cultural Knowledge Centre

Netii Apa, meaning ‘once long ago,’ is the frequent opening 
of Maasai stories about relationships with the land, 
wildlife, and each other. The Netii Apa Maasai Cultural 
Knowledge Centre will house a digital library of Maasai 
Indigenous knowledge, stories, and songs. The Nashulai 
Maasai Conservancy plans for 35 youth to train in audio-
visual technology to record their Elder’s songs, stories, and 
profound wisdom. Indigenous knowledge will be used to 

create an e-course on culture and conservation for more 
than 2,000 primary and secondary school children in and 
around Nashulai. The Netii Apa Maasai Cultural Knowledge 
Centre will also feature a research institute aiming to 
connect Maasai Elder wisdom, Indigenous ecological 
knowledge, local tracking methods, and leading-edge 
conservation science practices. 

KEY IMPACTS 

 Netii Apa Maasai Cultural Knowledge Centre 

	■ Traditional Maasai knowledge will be recorded by 35 youth trained in audio-visual technology.
	■ An e-learning course will be designed to share knowledge with more than 2,000 local youth.
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POLICY IMPACTS 

National policy impacts 

Nashulai Maasai Conservancy’s work is influencing policy 
at local and national levels. For example, the Conservancy 
holds an official delegate position with the White 
Mountain Conservation Initiative on Climate Change, a 
Maasai-driven regional collaboration aiming to have a 
national-level climate impact. Endorsed by the Kenyan 
Environment and Forestry Cabinet Secretary, this initiative 
brings together 120 delegates representing Maasai 
communities, government ministries, conservation 
organizations, tourism companies, and educational 

institutions. It aims to mobilize climate change solutions 
in Narok and Kajiado counties, including restoring Mount 
Kilimanjaro’s glaciers. 

Nashulai Maasai Conservancy is also an active member 
of the Kenya Wildlife Conservancies Association (KWCA) 
and the Maasai Mara Wildlife Conservancies Association 
(MMWCA). Nashulai representatives regularly participate 
in collaborative meetings and recommend policy for these 
associations to advance at national political meetings.

Contributions to the global agenda

At the global level, Nashulai Maasai Conservancy supports 
the implementation of several multilateral agreements, 
including the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change  (UNFCCC),  and 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (2030 Agenda). The Conservancy has also 
contributed to three global Intergovernmental Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) assessments 
related to the role of Indigenous and local knowledge, 
practices, values, and action in biodiversity conservation. 

Related to the CBD, the Conservancy’s work offers 
contributions to the Aichi Biodiversity Targets (ABTs), global 
2011-2020 biodiversity priorities, which align with multiple 
National Targets (NTs) in Kenya’s National Biodiversity 
Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP). For example, Nashulai’s 
community-led regeneration of grasslands, reforestation 
efforts, and river restoration contribute to multiple ABTs. 
These include ABT 1 to increase awareness of the value 
of biodiversity and steps that can be taken to conserve 
it; ABT 2 to integrate biodiversity values into local 
development and poverty reduction; ABT 11 to conserve 
and manage freshwater; and ABT 18 to respect traditional 
and Indigenous knowledge, innovation, and conservation 
practices.

Nashulai’s nature-based climate mitigation efforts support 
the UNFCCC’s Paris Agreement and Kenya’s Nationally 
Determined Contribution (NDC). Through nature-based 
solutions (NBS) like planting trees and restoring soil health, 
Nashulai has become a powerful local driver in the global 
effort to reverse climate change. During the coming years, 
Nashulai expects to scale up tree-planting to 500,000 
trees across 40,000 hectares of grasslands. As grasslands 
return, so will living soil microorganisms, which collect 
and store carbon. Nashulai staff are pursuing technical 
training in measuring carbon sequestration. This carbon 
accounting will help the Conservancy quantify its actions’ 
contributions to global climate goals.

Nashulai’s work contributes to multiple Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). By establishing a conservation 
model that provides inclusive and equitable access to 
conservation benefits, Nashulai’s work supports the goals 
of no poverty (SDG 1); by restoring degraded land, planting 
trees, and encouraging biodiversity regeneration, Nashulai 
advances the goals of climate action (SDG 13) and life on 
land (SDG 15); and by striving for equal access for women 
and girls, the group supports gender equality (SDG 5). 

https://www.cbd.int/
https://unfccc.int/
https://unfccc.int/
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/
https://www.cbd.int/doc/world/ke/ke-nr-05-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/world/ke/ke-nr-05-en.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY 

Replication 

The Nashulai Maasai Conservancy’s model for integrated 
environmental conservation and social, economic, and 
cultural survival has already been replicated by the 
Isaaten and Pardamat community conservancies. Nashulai 
has become the training centre for these emerging 

conservancies, providing training for their rangers and 
staff. Recognizing the great need for this type of inclusive 
conservation model throughout Narok County, Nashulai 
Maasai Conservancy is committed to efforts to continue 
replicating the model in additional communities.

Scalability

With most wildlife living outside of protected areas in Kenya, 
Indigenous Peoples and local communities across the nation 
have the opportunity to take the lead. Nashulai regularly par-

ticipates in collaborative meetings and recommends policy 
changes to national conservation associations, showing the 
potential to scale up efforts at a national level. 

Sustainability 

Nashulai Maasai Conservancy is an official Community-
Based Organization (CBO) with the Kenyan government. 
In establishing the organization, the Landowner and Elder 
Committee used a careful fundraising model that prioritizes 
unrestricted gifts over external loans or grants, which could 
compromise the Conservancy’s sovereignty and authority 
over its direction. The Conservancy has planned strategic 

revenue-generating programs to create sustainable fund-
ing into the future. The landowners who united to establish 
Nashulai committed to long-term renewable lease agree-
ments of 10 years, contributing to the model’s longer-term 
sustainability. These landowners believe in the Nashulai 
model and are ambassadors for the model to others.

FUTURE PLANS 
During the next two years, the Conservancy is postured to complete the development of four projects: 
the Women and Girl’s Empowerment Project (WGEP), the Netii Apa Maasai Cultural Knowledge Centre, 
agriculture cooperatives, and the Sekenani River Restoration Project. The Conservancy community will 
also fully adopt geospatial data, drone, and new conservation technologies, strengthening data-driven 
evidence that the model’s conservation practices are working. Within three years, the Conservancy aims to 
increase revenue from the income-generating portions of its programming and improve online fundraisers 
resulting in financial autonomy. More broadly, the organization will focus on sharing its successes with 
communities throughout the Mara River Basin to avoid the immediate and long-term risks to the Mara 
River. The Conservancy is also leading efforts to share its model with other communities to consolidate 
and protect more land, ecosystems, and wildlife, while preserving Maasai culture.

PARTNERS 
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	■ AVAAZ: Funding partner using crowdfunding to help 
Nashulai Maasai Conservancy reach objectives, in-
cluding COVID-19 Emergency Response Programmes.

	■ Global Good Fund: Funding partner on the Women 
and Girls Empowerment Programme.

	■ Gupta Foundation: Funding partner on Conservancy 
operations.

	■ Kenya Wildlife Conservancies Association (KWCA): 
Collaborating partner on Conservancy issues.

	■ Libra Foundation: Funding partner assisted establish-
ment of scouts and rangers programme.

	■ Maasai Mara Wildlife Conservancies Association 
(MMWCA): Collaborating partner on Conservancy 
issues and wildlife monitoring technology.

	■ McLean Foundation: Funding partner on the Grazing 
for Change cattle sharing enterprise.

	■ NORAD: Funding partner supporting land parcel 
lease fees. 

	■ Oldorpoi Mara Camp: Partner safari camp for visitors 
to Nashulai Maasai Conservancy.

	■ Rotary Club International: Funding partner assisted 
in water project to pipe potable spring water to every 
boma, or village, at Nashulai.

	■ Summa Equity: Funding partner on the Sekenani 
River Restoration Project.

	■ Swedish Institute: Funding partner on anti-FGM 
education and outreach.

	■ Trolltech Foundation: Funding partner supporting 
lease fee payment to landowners and establishment 
of the Nashulai Cultural Training Centre. 

	■ White Mountain Conservation Initiative on Climate 
Change: Partner in regional work to fight climate 
change impacts.
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