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WATER EVERYWHERE BUT

OT A DROP TO DRI

Maureen Mudi goes to see for herself how the land
grabbing of Lamu Island’s dunes is endangering the
historical settlement’s only source of fresh water

P

UNDER THREAT: In the main plcture, 8 man with his camelwalk past the
Ny wl

sand dures which have been grabbed by influential individuals®
* ona of the establishments along the sand dunes.

he sand dunes of Lamu situated bevond

the millionaire’s playground of Shela are

an awesome sight 1o behold, The cool

breeze is complimented by the cléar sky,

blue sea and white sands, which lend a
feeling of sereniry.

From a distance, hilly sandy patches are scen
but one cannot fail to notice the signs of con-
struction amongst the sand dunes,

And as anractive as the upcoming buildings
may appear to soinc, their very existence spells
doom and tell of a disaster wamnng in the wings.

Underneath the sand dunes lies a naroral
reservoir of fresh water, probably the only hifeline
for the thousands who live in the Waorld Heritage
rown of Lamu.

Those who are building on these dunes are a
threat to their own sustainability and thar of the
entire population of the istand.

According to reports, the National Museums
of Kenya (NMEK) is reportedly compiling a list of
people allocated land in o water catrchment area
in Lamu which will soon be made public.

Director general Omar Farah has said that
Lamu Island is ar risk of losing the only source of
fresh warer if allocanons in the 982-hectare land
at Shella-are not nullified.

“The sand dunes are the only membrane
between sea water and fresh warer and they
should be conserved. Should any development be
allowed at the ditnes Lamu will nor have fresh
water in less than ten years,™ he said.

*We are currently conducting a search and the
problem of illegal allocations at Shella is even
miore serious than the much publicized Man
forest because the entire 982 hectares has been
dished our. After the allocations ane nullifed e
want Shella garened as a catchment 293 o Thas
it can be protected,” he added

Farah was speaking at a recent semihar for
directors of heritage m Africa at the Whitesands
Beach hotel.

Since the Unired Nations Education, [Scienrific
and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO)|named
Lamu as a world heritage site in 2001, there has
been increased interest in the island internation-
ally.

Concerning the threar of Lamu as a frentage
site by the construction of the second port, Farah
sabd NMK had been assured that therge would be
no construcnion within the sland.

*But again there will be an influx ¢f people
as 2 resule of construcrion of the pot including
those dealing with related businesses such as
clearing and forwarding all of who/will be crav-
tnige for limited Facilities within the/idland which
should be put into consideranion ) he said.

Unzil about two decades ago the sand dunes,
which cover up to 982 hecrarey/of land, were
Pl‘f“r'-'fd AS Wialer l:..].tl:h“lf“| AN I'"lt HYW LI
vestars have invaded the arey and pur up hooses
and commercial developmefits that pose a danges
to the future existence of phe one of the oldest
historical sertlements on/the East African coast,

In all 33 wells 10 mpfres deep, exast below the
sand dunes and were/dug during the colonial
times by the Britsl/who installed a water svstem
that has over theAears served the whole of Lama

Experts say the sand dunes have a special sys-
tem of ensupfhp it does not pet contaminated and
exposed g the salty warer of the nearby ocean

Accpfding to the Nanional Museums of
Kerfa about 140 hecrares of the sand dunes they
afmount to about 100 plots. have been acquiinnd
and declared private property which has pavesd
the way for all the construction going on, Theiee
allocated the land include pobnicam, busineis
men and locals, some of whom Later transes e
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same to foreighers,

The NMK puilding inspecror, Moham-
med Mwenje[says records ar the lands ofhce
indicare that the grabbing of the dunes begun
as early as the mid 1990% with most individu-
als being illegzally allocated berween one and
two acres eajch.

He said, *People are using unny means to
acquire the water catchment areas and in the
long run, rhe implications will be grave if no
acrion is mken. The dunes acr as windbreak-

ers and in-dases of a-tsunami, they protect and |

shield Shelf village and the surroundimgs,”

The offidial said interference with the dunes
makes theth change shape since they are frag-
ile and might lead to an ecological disaster.

He said the area was in 2002 gazerted as a
buffer zonf and enlisted as a world herirage
sie.

In 2004] Unesco ook the government,
Mintstry of Lands to task over the irregular
allocationy of the sand dunes.

Said he, [*There was a meenng of senor
governmeft officers and resolutions were
agreed updn but they were never achieved,”

There whs an agreement that the titles of
individualy be expunged and a letrer was is-
sued o thir effecr, revoking the ritles.

It was slko agreed that further construction
be stopped| and a defined road map was put
i place:

NMK is how lobbying the governmment to
take the lsspie seriously and has approached
the lands myinistry to see to it that the orders
agreed upo are fol- lowed

| the water is clean as it is poured straig
| holding tank, dosed with chlorine anfi then

COMCERNED: National Museums of m
Inspector Mohammed Mwenje.

They have also compiled a list for con-
sideration of cancellarions arguing \thar the
area is also uncomfortable to live since one 45
exposed 1o the open sea and it 15 altvays too
windy and duosty.

“I wander how individuals can even live
among the sand dunes, it is always Windy and
one has to keep sweeping away pileslof sand
as it heaps up every minute when thd wind
blows,” said Mwenje.

Individuals whao claim ownership th the
land have allotment lerters and leases|with
some selling the same to foreigners atlexorbi-
tant prices,

One acre of land is sold for as mucl as
Shi00million

In the Kizingitini area, big chunks-of land,
about 100 plats, sit on the delicate land and
are spread out berween Shela and Kipymgani,
which are 12 kilometers apart.

Most of the establishments seem to have
been partly submerged in the sand and with
time, might be unreachable, accordingjro
Mwenje.

Said he, “With time, the buildings cieate
barriers and most of them are within ghe
30metres water mark; it requires precise
engineering to be able 1o construct dufahle
houses here,”

Just nearby, thereis a fore that has Quge
cracks an indicanion that however precise the
foundation is, it will not hold for long.

Mo mechanical process is used to efisure
ttoa

pumped into the town for daily use.

Currently only 18 wells are operagional
with the rest either having mechanichl break-
downs and other rechnicalities inclutling silt
blockage and pump busting,

A full hold rank can supply the tgwn for
about two to three days with all thi wells
generating an extraction-of 6,000 dubic
metres per day.

Mwenje says the wells are howgver re-
charged by rain and at any given point, the
water is sufhcient for supply in the town.

*Once the water is pumped to/town it
goes by gradient but all these mjehe become
histary it we do nor get assistange 1o stop the
invaders,” he said.

Meanwhile, the Internatiofial Centre
for the Study of the Preservanio and
Restorarion of Culnyfral Prop-

erty (ICCROMI/director general

Moumir Bouchenaki said the
hoard s set o meet early this
0 year b digcuss and come up
e with suggestions of how the
& project will be implemented
without threatening the
~ .L'{ hefitage site.

_,-'. “We are not saying that
e an area bas been
gazetted as a hentage sire
there should be a freeze
on development but there
should be a way of ensur-
g thar projects do not
interfere with heritage,”

said Bouchenaki.

BY JEFFREY GETTLEMAN

evening call to prayer here

5 fike a summons, for everycne

on the island. As the sun dives

toward the ocean, the Mus-

hrn residants stream into the
mosques, [ittle boys wearing impossibly
bright white skullcaps. their mothers in
diaphanous, black head-to-toe gowns
The last of the bikini-clad tourists pick
themselves up from the beach, dust off
the powdery sand and head back to the
hotel for & l;hnnk

# snaky alleyways
[which the United Nations

gastern Congo and mulham Sudan as
never before

Pipelines, rail lines. hiahways, airports,
an oil refingry and extra-deep barths for
21st-century supertankers are all in the
blueprints, though It is hard to imagine
such Infrastructure rising up along this
long-neglected stretch of the Kanyan
coast, dotted by crumbling ruins and
impenatrable mangrove swamps.

The Chinese government, one of the
miost aggressiva investors in Africa, is
backing the project and has already be-
gun feasibility studies, “This is real” said
Chirau Ali Mwakwere, Kenya's transport
minister. ‘Weve made tremendous
strides toward the realization of what
you might call a dream”

Mot a historians dream, however,

Larmu is one tha last outposts of pure
Swahili culture, a throwback to the days
of cannons, slaves, spices and sultans
who were a mix of Arab and African
blood and who ruled the East African
coast for hundreds of years

Because it is a small island, reachabla
only by a short airstnp or a very burngy
road and a ferry, it has been spared
the big hotels and developmant that
hawve swept the part city of Mombasa,
Zanzibar and ather tounst hotspots in
the region,

People here say they are not especial-

ly well siuited for the mechanized world
There was only one car on the isiand un-
til recently [the district commissioner's];
now there are just 10 Most things are
carmied by donkeys, who plod through
the alleyways or along the beach with
heavy loads and blank, accommodating
ayes This ks why many of Lamu's elders
say they think that the port will bring
rmore trouble than good.

“Peaople in the strest think they will
get jobs” said Mohamed Athman, who
lsads a small marine preservation group.
“What jobis? We don't have drivers or
crane operaton.”

The biggest worry is tha emdronment.
Fishing is a lifeline for many of Lamu
district’s 85000 paople, and the Kenyan
governiment does not have the greatest
record of preserving its natural resourc-
5, with raw sewage dumped into Lake
Victoria and countless trees choppad
down in the Rift Valley. Larmu fisher-
mien fear that the planned dredging of
the port will ruin fish breeding grounds
“They will break tha rocks where the
fish hide,” said one angler, Mohamed
Shabwana. They will destroy evarything.

Omar Mzes, a former Member of
Parliament from Lamw, wormies about
poliution from the port and passible ol
spills. “This is going to be a total mess”
Mr, Mzee said The government is
thinking of the national GOP this will not
benafit Lamiu It never has”

Tha government says that in this
casa, it does not have much of a choice.
Kenya's growing economy desperataly
needs a bigger port. and Mombasa,
tha current one, cannot be expandad
because of natural limitations on the
harbour,

Evar since a Swiss firmin the 1970s
identified tha Lamu area as the best spol
in Kenya for a new port, becausa it is
deep and shelterad by a string of islands,
the Kemyan government has been trying
to raise the money, Now the geopolitics
of the region seem to be working in its
favour, Uganda, Rwanda and Burundi are
all landlocked, with growing ecanomies
and interested in reinvigorating the East
African Community,

At the same time, southem Sudan
ts gearing up for independence from
narthem Sudan in 2011, and southem
Sudans capital Juba, is far closer to the
Kenyan coast than it is to Sudan’s main
port on tha Red Sea Kenyan govemn-
ment officials admit, when
that Lamiu and its traditional Musiim
cultiire will be affected “Of coursa it
will change” said Mahmoud Hassan All,

a port official “Lifestyle will change and
whataver, But if you hava faith, you have
faith, rmy friend”
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