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ON ROTIAN OLMAKONGO GROUP RANCH

BY
DEBORAH DOHERTY

A BSTRACT,

This paper examines socio-economic constraints to the development
of a group ranch in Narok District, Rotian Olmakongo, which has been in
existence for more than ten years but its progress relative to other
Maasai ranches has been poor., The study considers questions regarding -
the members' perceptions of the costs and benefits of ranch development,
access to the ranch resources, and individual and group strategies for

developument,

The paper concludes that among the principal constraints
is the inability of traditional social units to generate an organizational
form which would promote the development of the group ranch, The pastoral
economy is in & procerious position and is being subsidised by members
participation other economic activities such as charcoal burning,
cultivation and off-ranch employment. Unless the organisation of the
ranch can be improved such that the livestock -~ based economy becomes
wore productive the only future for the ranch is likely to be in terms
of small-scale agricultural holdings.
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INTRODUCTION

The majority of investigations dealing with the development
of group ranches in Kenya's Maasailand stress the role played by
ecological factors in enhancing or inhibiting ranch development (e.g.,
Pratt and Gwynne 1977) while, in some caseg, efforts are made to illustrate
how ecological conditions combine with socio-economic circumstances to
effectively influence group ranching development (e.g., Campbell and
Migot—~Adholla 1979; Davis 1971; Halderman 1972; Halderman 1972; Halderuman
1972; Hedlund 19713 and Jacobs 1973). Nevertheless, in spite of the
importance socio~economic conditions have for the success or failure of
development schemes in general, and group ranching in particular, little
systematic research has been carried out on this subject. The present
paper attempts to overcome this deficiency by offering an indepth
socio—economic analysis of one specific Maasai group ranch situated in
Narok District. This ranch is someting ox a special case .since it has
been incorporated for more than ten years but, its members have shown
little devclopment initiative; nor has the ranch made by significant

progress when compared to some ranches in Maasailand.

In order to account for this singular lack of development,
I intend to concentrate on how ranch members perceive the costs and
benefits of ranch development, how access to group ranch resources
is structured, and how individual and. group strategies are used to pursue
various ends and diverse interests. By doing this, I hope to demonstrate.
that Maasai social structure can act as a major constraint on certain
types of development and, at the same time, suggest ways in which this

can be avoided.
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Rotian Olmakongo Group Ranch

The ranch referred to throughout this paper is officially
known as Rotian Olmakongo group ranch and is located some 16 km. north
of the town of Narok. Rotian Olmakongo is bounded on the west by Rotian
Kotikash group ranch, both of which share frontage on the Narok - Nakuru
road., To the south, Rotian Olmakongo shares a common boundary with
Olopito group ranch and a fenced individuvual ranch. The eastern boundary
of Rotian Clmakongo is the Seyabei River which provides a natural
division between Rotian Olmakongo and Olkeri and Murua group ranches.
Directly to the north, Rotian Olmakongo shares a common boundary with
Oloorageek group ranch (see map in Pig.l below which has been abstracted

from the Rotian Olmakongo Development Plan, 1974, Ministry of Agriculture).

Rotian Olmakongo group ranch is 1,661 hectares in area. An
ecological survey of this ranch carried out in 1974 shows that vegetation
comprises 141 hectares (8.5%) of open forest with 57 hectares (40%)
usable; 182 hectares (11%) of bushed grassland of which 127 hectares
(70%) is usable; 498 hectares (29.5%) of grassland with 100% of it
usable; and, 847 hectares (51%) of forest of which 127 hectares (15%) are
usable, The total accessable area for herding activities on this ranch
is 809 hectares (49%). The ranch is considered to be located on semi-

high potential land (see map in Fig. 2 below).

A Brief History of Rotian Olmakongol

Rotian Olmakongo group ranch was officially demarcated in 1966.
The process of demarcation in this area was considered to be uncomplicated
compared to other parts of Maasailand, mainly because of the recognized,

permanent, and lengthy association of certain families in the area with

1. This history has been reconstructed mainly through interviews
with Maasai elders and will be supplemented later with archival research.
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Rotian Kotikash
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definite land rights. For example, Rotion Olmakongo was demarcated on

the basis of the Ole Masikonde family'!'s lengthy period of residency in the
arec, In fact, it is worthwhile including a brief discussion of - the
major events leading up to, and comprising, their residency in order

to better comprehend the demarcation process,

Nkapilil ole Masikonde, the grandfather of many Nyangusi elders
presently living at Rotian Olmakongo group ranch, was one of the Maasai
elders who signed the 1904 Maasai Agreement., TLater on, Wkapilil became the
senior elder of the Northern Maasai Reserve, although he was commonly
regarded as a chief by the colonial officials at Rumuruti where he resided

and worked as an interpreter for the British administration,

Nkapilil and Legalishu, the other Northern Reserve chief, both
opposed the subsequent 1911 Maasai Treaty, However, due to pressure
exerted on them by the British, they eventually agreed to sign, In fact,
there is evidence to suggest that, because they signed this treaty,
Legalishu was promised all righte to the Lemek Valley and Nkapilil was
given the ILikia area (Leys 1973: 129), Elderly Maasai presently living
at Rotian Olmakongo remember the 1911 move to Likia and assert that
Hkapilil was paid to do this and was !'cheated by the Europeans!, mainly
because Mr, Powys Cobb and another European had already been given the
same land. As a result, Mesikonde was soon forced to move on to the
Rotian area and, since he was a chief and an 'ol kitok (or respected elder)

many Maasai families followed him,

The Rotian area was unsettled at this time, although it was
commonly recognized by the Maasai to belong to the il~Damat section.
Nevertheless, Nkapilil and his followers seittled there and prospered and,

at the end of World War 1, Nkapilil was given the Medal of the Tirst Honour






