This work is licensed under a
Creative Commons
Attribution — NonCommercial - NoDerivs 3.0 Licence.

To view a copy of the licence please see:
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


http://creativecommons.Org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/

RA 321 55s . (832)
(a) UNIVERSITY OF NAIROBI
(b/) Institute for Development Studies
Working papers

FAMINE, FAMINE REFIEF AND PUBLIC POLICY IN KITUI DISTRICT

LIBRARY
By 10 FEB 2011
INSTITUTE OF

Joshua J. Akong'a DEVELOPMENT STUDIFS

Department of Sociology
University of Nairobi.

WORKING PAPER No. 388.

INSTITUTE FOR DEVELOPMENT STUDIES
UNIVERSITY OF NAIROSI
P.0. BOX 30197
NAIROBI, KENYA..

|.... ~FEBRUARY 1982.

Views expressed in this paper are those.of the author and should not be

interpreted as reflecting the views.of the Institute for Development Studies
or of the Universitv of Nairobi.

This: paper is not for gquotation.without permission of the author as specified
in the Copyright Act, Cap. 130 of the .Laws of Kenva.

IDS

095392




IDS/WP NO. 388.

FAMINE, FAMINE RELIEF AND PUBLIC POLICY IN /f”
KITUI DISTRICT.

By

Joshua J. Akong'a

ABSTRACT

It is generally known that famine is both a biological and social
phenomenon that can be man or naturally caused. As such, it has both physio-
logical and interpersonal implications. In Kitul district of Kenya, famine
is usually a consequence of drought, though in the past, weavil birds,
locusts, floods and rinderpest have contributed to the severity of famine there.
Famine in Kitui district is therefore predominantly environmentally related.
There are limitations on how much can be planted and harvested since it lies
in a semi-arid region where drought is a recurrent problem causing acute ghort-
ages of food, water for human and livestock consumption and pasture. Long
range subsistance planning is therefore nearly impossible due to the sg¢drcity
and variability of rainfall.

In the first part of the paper, there, is a description of memorable,
therefore culturally significant famines, possible dates of occuratnc¢e since
1897 to 1981, and their local names. What transpired during the specific
famines in terms of response and adjustment is considered from two points of
view. ). Wnat the people of Kitui did tc adjust to the specific famines such
as pawning wives and daughters for food, migration etc. 2. What the
(colonial or postcolonial) administration in the area did to assist the people
survive the famines through famine relief provisions, tax exemption etc.

The second part of the paper consists of the results of =z district-
wide survey aimed at eliciting the people's perception of their environ-
ment, famine and famine relijef. Thus, the descriptive (historical) and
statistical data presented provide us with an assessment of past social and
monetary costs of famine, especially in the provision of famine relief food.
From the past Kitui experiences, two recommendations are made: 1. There should
be a consistent famine relief policy which should be part of the already
formulated food policy. This would have district variations and would
consist of provisions such as famine monitoring machinery:. machinery for
identifying local famine stricken families; transport facilities for famine
relief: control of smuggling, price rises and hoarding. 2. Regional
specialization of production, agriculturists living im symbiotic relationship
with pastoralists so that drought need not give rise”to famine if food can
easily be transported from other regions.
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FAMINE, FAMINE RELIEF AND PUBLIC POLICY IN KITUL DISTRICT (1,

Qur success in controlling naturs gives us coofidencc.that we shall
cventually be able to control the social world in the same measure (Znaniecki,

1974:1).

Introduction,

The subject of famine is not a very popular one in Anthropological and
Sociolngical literature, partly because famine has regular occurcnce.in arid
and scmi-arid arcas of the world where effective research ingtruments are.etill °
to be developed. However, with the increasing peed to plan for and upraise the
standards of the people living in such areas, especially since the most recent
Sahelian drought and.famine, global and national attention has been re-focused
to include arid and semi-arid areas. One such area of interest ig Kitui D_etric*
of EFastern Province of Kcnya.

- From thc earlicst recorded and oral higtory of the Kamba pcople
residing in Kitui district, it_ig cvident that they have expericnced. cyclee of .
droughts and consequent famines arising from water and food shortages. In this
areca, famine does not thercfore refezr ko acutc shortages of food alone, but
al=o of water for human and livestock consumption (Akong'a, 1981), The recur-
rznce of =such problems has tran~formed Tamine into an unavoidablc, naturally -
caused vice and an inetiftutionalized culturzl phecnomenon =ince some people' s
names and ages, major his=torical_events ctc, takc reference from the chrono-
logy of unforgetabl- past famines. . In Tach, thesc are som: of the culturally
patterned ways. in which the memories of ecpecitic famines are xept alive in

people! s minds.

According to Dirks (1980Q,, famine.has bo*h biological and social
dimensions with phvsiological and internersonal implications. From the spcial
point of view, therc are threg phases that characterize adjustmen*.fo faminaz
conditions. When people first learn of +he onget of famine, they s%ék and
give assistance *hrough the culturally pettornefl reciprocity nctworks. .The
persistence.of famine.with the corresponding depletion of food resources leade
+to the_erosion of thzoez networks., The family rather than the community
become- "the unit of survival and beyond a cortain limit, individualism and
selfichness suts in when the survivel of the individual becomcs the goal.

Thig is probably the time when  famine=rclated deaths have startced occuring.
Thi=s approach to *h2 study of femine 1s uscful in recording the coffects.nf

faminc on thc population and the individual, Howcver, without applying the -

1.7 This paner is nart of "Brought, population dynamics and public policy:
a socio—-economic study of Kitui. I am indebted +o Rockerfeller Foundation thet
provided the funds for the research and preparation of this panar,
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scheme.to specific famioes, it would_be difficult +o know whether human

responsege to all faminges follow *he =same pattern,

In_Eaetern Kitui, discussion of faming ha= centred on asscesing its
magnitude; =ocial and_monctary cocfc;_andiw%afa
prevent future famines (Mbithi and Wisner, 19223 1974}, _.0One shortcoming of
such an approach is the tendency to overemphasize the poesibilities of increa-
eing production and productivity without realizing tha* the physical environ-

ment has many limitations.

- <In thie paper, I wish to mergo.the two approaches focussing on response
and coste respectively, because there is necd.to get an impression of how peoplr
respond *o famioe situations in their attempte_to acguire food.and water, This
has implications on the =ocial and monetary coasts of famine, especially in form
of famine relief food, Theee *wo factore have implications on what needs *o be
dorne to eliminate fazmine and ifte effects,. 0'learv'’s de=criptive method of
etudying famine (1979:84-97) ie adopted m= an c=ffective way of revicwing +he
culturally significant famines experieonc by the Kitui Kamba io rocent times
eince 1892 +o 1981, Tha aim in this part of +he paper is to i=olatc the percei-
ved cau=es of specific famines, what thc people did . to adjuest to the Tamines

and the measures undcrteken by the Govermment +o aseiet the people to survive

Thid. ig in recognition of the fact that although li*erature on how peomle
adjust *o drough* and Tamine conditions is available, "lit+tle has been written

on food relief" (Portcr, 1979:79).

. The description of gpecific droughte and famince will be followed
by a dissuccion of the results of a district-wide survey designed to identify
people's perception.of their enviromment, famine and famine relicf.. The.
deseriptive and =tatietic-l da*a provide._respective historical and atatigkical
bases for deducing governement policy =ssociated with famine and famine
rel1:f; and derlving what nzede +0 be done in *ferms-of future government famine

relizf policy in the district and probably- *he coun*r - a=s a whole,

Methods of de*ta collection.,

The da*a used in writing *this paper was collected in Kitui in several

wayat—

1. _Scanning through filee in the Kitul distric* archives in Embu and

Kitui towns.
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2. A standard cuecstionngire wacs adminie*tered to 345 heads of householde of
whom 257{74.%.) were male and_88(25.5:) were female., The majority of *he
guzstions on.the standard guss*ionnaire were onen-ended in nature degignec +o
=licit the respondenks! own categories., Although th-re are 5 administrative
divisione in Kitui, namely Southarn, Central, Eastern, Mwinsi and-Kyuso,  fthe
gunetionnairce was administered.in 6 regions. .. Central division was. subdivided
into Central and Western Kitui, The aim was %o accomodate.any possible cultural
and covirommental differencer, The dietribution of *he respondente by divieion

was as follows:i—

Table 1 Digtribution of re=pondents by divi=icn,

Abeolutc Fregusncy Raelative Freguency
.Bouthern 67 19.4
Central 73 21,2
Eas*tern 76 22,0
Westorn 66 12,1
Mwingi ( Northern ) 40 11.6
Kyuso ( Far North ) 6.7
345 100
3. The last mathod of data.collection was holding thematic discuesmione.

with the oldest surviving membere of the community, malz or female. This wae
achicved by the principal investigator etayving with a family, usually +hat of
the in erpreter/guide aod thirough familiarity in the community, heild casual,
unetructured discussions with people knowledgesble in the history of the Kitui
Kamba, Such key informants provided dectailed information on whatever +hay
could remember about momerasblo famince, their names, possible dates of .
occurence and what ftranepired during the specific famines as will be described

in the next =ection of this paper.

Adjugtment  to cpocific famines: a hietorical ex8ogais.

Al'though oral  traditione suggest the occurencz of severe famince in
18:6,.1868, 1870, 1873, 1880, 1883 and 1888, for lack of adeguate cvidence, our
dimcussion beging with tha famine which started in.1097 when the Famine referred
*0 locally as Lwaya-aliga“or, struck centrgl Kitui, During this famine, npeople

hunted aligator for food hccause the wild game had disappearod from the £

and caves bzcause of a eovers drought,
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In the following year, the famine_sprzad o all_parts of Kitui
driving neople to resort to diverse and degperate methods of adjustment. As
a result, the famine.camz to be refarred to severally depending on how the
p=ople in local areas porceived it, In Kitui central for example, it_came to

be koown as nzaa pene or nzaa kubwa-tig famine. Alternatively, it was reoferred

to as ngomanisice-spread_all over or worldwide, Since 1898 was the sams year
that a colonial post was openad in Kitui fown, the famine was unigue in the

history of the Kitui Kamba in several ways:-—

1. - The firgt colonial administrators in Kitui were able to experience it

and ag a result, accurate recordg of it were kopth.

2. - Tha colonial administration immediately_iniitiated moves to provide
foodstuffs in selected markeot areas to bhe purchased and ag free famins relisf.

L]
The name of the Tamine became nzaa ya magunia-the famine of sacks (of food .

fice was made availeirle io Mumoni in northern_Kitui where the.Kamka from
Northern and Central divisions exchanged bulls for rice. Those io Soyther:
Kitui, especially Kanziko location, trecked to Kibwezi in_Machakoe to recele -
free famine relief from a food depot that had originally served railway builers.
The depnt was now under_the psrsonal charge of the local African District
Commissioner (A.D.C.) as a famine relief centre Tor.the region. Some of the
famine relief recipicnts *racked back *+o “heir homes_in Kitui with loads of

food for their reletives there., The food was then used little by little by

w

several families as thoy Srecked +o Kibwezi to se®tle there temporarily. T
journey from Southern Kitui to Kibwezi uscd to_take fwo weeks. In Southerr

Kitui therefore, the faminz came ‘o be knérn as nvaa va mvunga- the famine f

rice (which saved them).

Som~ peoplc would prefer to call it nzea ya maseng'ng'e- the famisz

of "cheap" wives. The reference derives from a mode of coping with famineby
which husbands or fathers pawned their wives and mature or underage daugh®rs
respectively, to men within_and outsfde _Kitui who could provide the rast €

the family with food credits. The pawns were sxpected to be rangomed_hby.gyment
of cattle., Some of the pawns were of course turncd into wives, others esaned
when the ransome did not geem forthcoming a8-=2r the famine, while others wre

actually ransomed into freedom,

Pawning women as & mechanism of coping with a severe famine is
bistorically not a phenomsoon unigue to the Kitui Kamba, John Middleton in his

study of the Lugbara of Weshtern Uganda okezrved that "Formerly there were —-



T o IDe /yp ~nn

norindin faminece at thie and of “he_dry =cason, recurring evcry “-en vears or eo,
which can be da*cd by *he marriages of "choap" wives who fled from Tamine arecae
and were married in return for shel*cr” (1985:6). There i= no_.cvidence from
Ki*ui, +ha* any of thc fomale pawns were ever “urned into slaves cither within
Kitui or in Kikuvuland whercoc most_of +thom werc taken and where thore are manv

Kamba satclli+e villages and clane,

Ambar preeente a vivid impreseion of how peoplr in Kitui reeponded *o

*his faming =~

Animals becam¢ a main =ource of food; goate were hald in «*ore o be
cxchanged for grain. Men *urned avidly +o hunting; large groups from bo*h =ide:
of *he Tana even me* a* +ng river "o organize the killing of hippos, AIl kinde
of wild fruite and barrics bBoccama dietary stapplce, and small children spent
“hedlr dave foragino for™ =hesc and “he roo*= called hoa*u *hat were preparcd and
eaten. Bu* such ac™ione worc onlv =top-gan mcasures=; *hey could not poecibly
aupport people *hrough faminz lasting scveral veare. Indezd, *he +rfadi*-ione
recall that peonle were seon reduced o Rating *he ekins that thev <lept on,
*heir nuivere and even “the Jrine soaked =lings u=ed *o carry babies (1977:7).

Becau=2 of *hz hopeleesness of *he =itua™ion, +he Kitui A.D.C. Mr,
C.RW. Bzne accornanicd a caraven of ebocu+ 5,000 Kitui Kambas in eecarch.of food
across river_Tena ino Kikuvuland. 7This *radi*ional mode of coping with =carci+v
was as =ucces=s Ul a= usual., Howesver, the struggler=_were a-tacked by people
identificd as Kikuvu, robing.*+hom of +hc food +they h~d en painfully acguired
and carrisd. Angercd bv *hie, My, Bane patitioned for a punitiveo.mili*tary
exnedi+ion againet +the Kilkuyu. ca*er, thec Kamba were ncver harraceed. 'Wha*
is no* clear ie vhether +1c Kamba had u-uallyv experienced problems in carryiog

L

food bhack hone from Kikuvuland or if it hacd boen duz *o *tho severity of *hie
particular T-mine *ha* had *urned some peonlo into thuge, wai*ing *o rob what

n*here had acnuired “hrough credi*, barter or as gift=.

_ I *he following vear in 1899, =mallpox breks ou®, dicima+ting larcc
Aaumbere - of pzoplc no only in Ki*ui but zleo in nighbouring districts
(Sorrcncan, 1957:17 ., In +hoe =amo_vear, “he rinderpoet which had been swreoping
through “he Maasai 2nd Kiliuvu arcas finally converged in Kitui killing large
numbirs of lives*ock. Thue, by_a combins-ion of drought; =hor*agc of.food,
watcr, anc pagture; zand diecasocs:; many a:imal and humnn livoes werc lost Fetwoen
1997 and.1892., Thc surviving old men who weore vouog at tho.time remember *hie

faminc ae unsurpacsed by any o“her in *he known history of eccarcitv in Ki*ui.
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- In 1901 hc e follo =d a perind of ecarcity known in mos* pa *+e of
i*ui as_nzaa va malakw:~ *i¢ faminc of beane (cf.0'lecary 1979 10)  TFhe nams
derive from & Lo mcd -wh ch saved cm ZNe hich he had ne/er «con

and ea*en befor , Poo lc =o0ld thzir livestoc< and with hs moncy- upees,_*he

houg1t beane, Th fomite is also rafc od -0 as Kilo oo - upece Tor 1t was ho

~ime monazy had ‘ue* hein in-roduced in i ui, Those who had no ca**+le *o w:ll

re provided with frue bea Following *he inc o as ano'he  outbrcac
emallpox  ich killcd man peonle of  hoe read acia -d popula*ion
- In_13908,_ ain Tai” d for wo o gncutive eeascne, T o faor ine which

¢aulted wae nov eo eove :,  Howover i caueed somc concern o *ho locml nativ

ccuncil which decidod o import maize v m Wostec n enya,.a the Rime ofe r d

por=

[}

o b Europians ae aviron o~ *hoee who it on thei heals, -Ins*zad of making
+

the maize aveilablc "o chopkcope g or di % dbuting it f ¢ as fe ine reolisf,
cadmen were.fo ced o nu chas=o it in hu usipg *heir o n monay The @ e

expec cd A0 ell i+ o faminc gt ickan f ilicve in o de fo  ccove  *hoir monc s

(2)

- . Doug * ha no becen.the onl ma or cauer of famines in i*tui, Io 1918
Jocu - awarme and w a il birds werc *he fi =t *o des™ oy *hi: ovomaz crobs
hoforas d oug so+ in, The food shortags *ha* reeu *ed was acu ¢ only in I<u ha

area of Sourhcern Kitui

in 918 he fam nc hich was ¢ pg ienced e«ult
o “he failure of *he 1917  vember.rains and he 918 Ap i ine The
far ing was not =0 wide p wad beccauss =07E ne of *+he district had =ome

(ak
he eituation did_no* *harefo = a an omorgenc measu Ce Yo imnos*

13 Ve =,

Ffood in  *he diet ic = The highland loca*ion= eround.Ki own
nav <ho *+ cod and cro ab =2l lag nuan izs of grein and
hiane Yo p ople in no *h and ca~F of +he dia: ic a2 S cond +he Tood
dopot et Kibyazi vomeincd op n incod 198+ 1 he end he ine in
comber ho ina as nick amed mukuna +h + hich hca +he wad
This i= becausc during hk inz man peop ere oF uck b 2 e o hcadachb
probzhly meningi* , which cauecd deoath., Th Faminc wz aleo.reforeed o a-

i~a kuu— *he big fi st orld war). In fac-, “he head discas is said *o haw

stait d @ ong The mmn w o had ue<* rc*u ned om *hz wa .

2 Kitui Dist ick annual enort 19507-8

3 Kitui Dist ict @anwa remo + 1217-18



In 1928 +hc followed a seve ¢ drought that a= b ought abou* by a

combin -ion of locust cwarms.and.d ough , In Janua o tha car the AD.C
r Devonpo acknowlcdged oxtensive destruction of vegetation by locuet swa s

According 0 an in o man- of ove 80 19 0 was *hz2 beginning of *hc existonce

of mang alata- o chos o7 0 ound complctoely denuded o cge =tion which *hc

colonial adminie~ a*ion &+ ibutcd *o ove stocking. According *o him,.tho afaly

fa ion-*oo< a long *imc o rcjuvenate causing the d  ing up of sp inge and
=t ca s on hi 1-gid s,

hen *he locus®s andod in ifui cen* al, my info man™ was mar icd o

*he fi s+ of hie *h co wi o=e The had laid theci fi == rn child, a_daughtcr
undcr a ree as he  bEondod their crops whenoecuddenlv *he cpparcn™ y mia* <k cs

ga c.ven to *he hung  locust: A= the  hed *o pick up he bab Fo run for

Ta
+he shelte _of *helir haous “hoy found that.the bab had al cad been attacked

2 *he locu ts, B5he diced sho +1. af er ards,

. A
- ef+ 1 .h only 2c *trunke withnu®* v ogetatioco *he porula ion beocame

panic s'ricken., The local adminiet a*ivc officiale aetimated *ha 20O ooo+ﬂmoaam
ne
from no *he n Ki*ul cepeciall Tharaka and Mumoni ¢ oesed ive Tanaj pp neirh=

bouring Kikuyu dis dchs An additional 5 D00 lef+ southorn iftui for *he coas*
st o cntg suc ae Ma iakani and ombasa., Some of hc pioplc lof with 11 c
stock and c*urncd wi<h food, Of + ose ho ¢ ayed back home 300 ick and agcd

people we & o ided it a ine clief gi ta amounting +~o._Sh, 767 Thie was
fa =ho + of *he Sh., 22 000 which had becn ec¥ aside fo ue: 0 purchasc famin
rolief food *ha ear,

No*ing +he magni ude of =ocial dislocation hr famin caused hrough

minra*ions and massi ¢ =aln of livestock..i can be con:ztudod that the lack o

The mone ~ecarmarke fo fa ine relief doc no* implv the e wo no more ¥ ine

ricken casce han 2ili g 300 *ha warre edoems genc relicf Tood

1. I may have boin due to_ineenei 1 1 v *+o human suffering_on ‘be par*

of *+he local administraiion, Pas® exporisnco ho ever cont adic = “his poeition

2. I+ ma have bern lack of kno “zdge of +1e people oceding such_assis*tance

due *o *the abesnce of *he machinery for identif ing +he desc ving caeee Thie
is a serious probleom cvon +oday.

3. - I~ ma also ha ¢ boen due *a “he hopelrasness = a- g ipp d the colonial

=

office =« on *he ~po*, hic led hem in o delaying ac i n.
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In an a*t*emp* o rec*tifv the:=itua*ion, *ax eollection_was poe=*poned
0 allow *he people.*o face “he moe* immedia*c problem: how *o survive *he._
famine., The administra*ion recognized *ha* +*he absence of *raneporfiinfrast-
ructural development was - major handicam in moving food in*o Ki+pi., A= a
consecuence , chiefs.were hastly =en- +o recrul*- able bodied men for road
con=truc*ion effor+s, A" lea=*,.300 men agreed *o work on romd cons*ruc+ion
for fooc a* *he ra*n of 21 pounde of maizz flour, occasiomal meat, azl* and
5h., 5 a month, Work for FOO%\MaP urnpopular kind of famine relief for which
onlv a handful of *he =*arving peonle présented themeclves a* +their own

voli*ion, The A.D.C, for ewxample obeprvrdi-

Thay profeor tolive by *heir own dovicees which I7focar were ‘the
= pureui*® of old law sui*e, eponging on *heir clanemen in Kikuvu

and nlscwhere, picking wild berrine, digging up certain cdible roote

and moet fraoucntly of all +he hun*ing of wild game, cspcciallv.

clephant(4),

Tha* vecar, a* leas* Sh., 30,000 was s0.n* on road coos*ruction with
good fruite, The road bridgc acroee A*hi river, a cemant causcway aCriee
rivor Tiva and Ikutha in =ou*hern Ki*ui on *hec Kibwezi-Ki+ui road, and *he
Thika-Ki*ui road wore_completcd, Thie grea*lv boosted +the *raneportation’
of food in*c Kiftui dietrict., From nor*hern Kitui into *he neighbouring
Kikuyu dis*ric*e_cuch ae.lMeru. and Fmbu,. ~he Ki*+ui Kamba =*+ill ueed_ *he_.
*radi-ional mean=s of crossing river Tana, Usuallv, *heifood ecckere croseed
“he river by holding.on *+o a *igh* rope *ied on treee on ei*her.bank,

During *he flood esca=on wher +he water would be ehoulder high as one walked
acrose the river bed, *ho=e who were afraid called upon_the =rrvices of
expcrt ewimmere who worc +oo willing o forry them acrose with *heir loade
at a emall fee, Such scrvicge are =+ill provided even *+oday.

L g

The anveritv.of thg_locues™ menace led *o *he formulation and
publica*ion_of bv-lawe designed “o oblige pcople *o eradicate *he problem
by any means. 0On_June, 5 1929 for cxzample, *hc locus* rules wcre publicshed.
under thc dieca=es of plante and prevention ordinance, making looust repor*s
and-des*ruction compuleory, (On November 14, 19297 +he Hon, Chicf native
commiseioner, inasrted undur <tction 8 of *he na*ive authority ordinance
"locust_des*ruction in all estages" a= work which headmen in losal arcas
ecould iseue ordere, What mos* people did was to kill *+he locus*= phyeicallv

+o cook’or roas<* *hom for food,

4q, Kitui Distriect annual report 1928.
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- . Following *he¢ con“inued dee*ruc*icn or crops and vege*a“ion by

locuets, *he A,D.C, adviscd people *o start planting cassava.. Being a -

+uber, cee=ava would survive locuet dee*ruction, I* would also be reesietant

+o drought,

The famine which was exparienced in 1932 cne* *he local adpinie*ra“ion
Sh, 100,000 spco* on buying pigeen peas aond maize for relief food supplics.
Tax rates in 4 sputhern loca®ions were aleo reduced *o leave peogple with more
money_-with which +o buy food, Af*er +he famine, *he A,D.C., Mr., R.J.C. Howesr
renuested for a permancnt agricul tural officer +o be posted +o Kitui ‘o
improve me*hods of crop production as a long *erm stra*egy allevia*ing +he
famine problem, He noted ~ha* "Even partial failure of rains results=s in a
periodic +hrea* of famine aod un*il *hig *+hrea* it removed oncc and for 211,

nrogress in other dircctions is neccssarilv delayed"(S).

In 1934, =ome.faminc was expericncod_in some parts of Kitul as
a reeul* of *wo causes, Eirs*, the long rains of *hat vear came late
resul*ing in*o poor harvcs*e, Secondlv, *he AD.C. of Ki+tui at the time
+houah* +hat heavy ‘taxarion in form of livestock as a form of disguised
destocking process was *o bleme for *he famine, I deprived many families

of *he al*erna‘tive means _f survival, Ho obscrved;

ThAie faminc™was a“vory severes onc as it was the culmination of a
acriee of "poor =scacons and rescrves worc exhausted, as also, I am
<orrv *o sav, partly owing to *“ax-was “hc stock-weal*h of *hc majori*v(@).
Bv *he ond of +he yoar, 2,000 pooplc had besn emploved to work for
famine rciisf food cn public proiccts, The famine did not disappcar completely
that_vear, When i+ rceurfaccd in 1935, puonlc realized +hat by collecting
lives*tock bonee, *hov could eell *hem *o Asian *raders at various market
crntres. The Asians would in furn scll “hom maize flour. Tho famine

+horafors roferred o as nzaa va mavindi~ fzminc of bones, According

“o 0'lcary, £50,000 wor+hof food was made availablz in Asian shops to
be purchased with the money received from the sale of livestock and
livestock_bongs, In that vear, 20,698 hcad of cettle and 63,718 head
of emall stock werc oxported on thoe hoof throughoofficizlly arranged
agztions (0'leary, 1979:89), _In addition tp these measures, famine ..

relinf was provided at schools, degpenearice and other puklic centres,

5, Kitui Dightrict annual report 1232

8. Kitui District annual report 1931-45



noted that unliks the Kikuyu the Ramba found the potatoes up-
palatable. Moreover, the maize and maize flour provided was

quite unusual. It was red in colour. The famine therefore came to
hbe called Katune.

Throughout the period of scarcity, most of the peorle
working on public rrojects in the district opted for maize and maize
flour in liev of their wages. In the final aralysis, it was
found that famine relief to destitutes alcne, had cost the loceal
native councii sh. 144,137.95 in 1945 and sh. 286,065.00 in 194§,
An extra sh. 10,0600 had been spent on fezding children attending
school ( 0'leary, 1879:91).

Between 149 and 1951, thers was another major drought and
famine generally referred to as makonge.  During the famine,
people in the district especially in central, western and northern
parts made sisal-makonge which they soléd to huy food. 1In some
areas, red maize flour was distributed as famine relief. The
severity of the famine led the A.D.C. Mr. Kelley to say, “the
district was more dessicated than any other period for the last
fifty vears® (2). This was probahly an exaggeration on the part of
the A.D.C. who was still new in the district and had probably not

known the severity of the previous, more recent famines.

It is in 1949 however, that there occured a radical change in
the local administration's practice of intervening to assist pacple
to cope with famine situations. That is, although maize was
being imported from othar districts at the rate cf 2,000 bags a
month for sale, Mr. Kelley was of the view that "as long as there
are large numbers of surplus stock in the district, famine
cannot be considered to exist" (10). It is this kind of "official”

view which condoned drought and famine as blessings in disguise.

9. Kitui District annual report 1551,

10. Kitui District annual report 1952,



- 13 -

Mr. Kellevy therefore eschewed famine relief sunply for he
considered it "pauperization of the population". Such a policy
cf indifference to human suffering 4did nct last for long. After

the failure 5f rain for a fourth consecutive season( ll),

l) Food was stockpiled at dispensaries for free distribution:
2) Free meals were provided to primary school children at
their schools. The children were also given free maize
flour if parents contributed cne or 5 gcats a week.! to suppliment
the school diet. These measures were undertaken to prevent the

collapse of the normal functioning -f primary schoocls.

3) In fact, whole families were permitted to work for food
on dams and rozds, the weaker getting light werk. The aim was to
use famine relief food supplies as a mesans of promoting long term

development and to avoid the routinizaticn of dependency attitude.

d) The very poor and the old, incapable of work were admitted
at dispensaries as invatients till they regained strength through

the provision of small doses of focd.

* The next food shortage started to appear in different arcas
of Kitui in 1552 due to persistent droughts. In 1955, the April
rains failed in the whole district, leading to widespread short-~
ages cf food, water and pasture. Largescale food imports followed
and although no famine relief food was provided free, the imported
food was transported to areas of savere food shortage to be pur-
chased. During the year, 30,000 head of cattle were exported on
the hoof through official channels (12). Other exports such as
117,049 goat and sheep skins; 102,8%¢ head of poultry; becswax;
castor seed: hides; and meagure wages remittances from labour
migrants, were tihe main source of cash used by the people and the
local native council to buy focd (0'leary, 15792:94). On their
own, the pec:le obtained food from their traditional sources in

Machakos and Kikuyuland.

The 19260-61 famine was a very unique onc, not only in the

history of ¥itui but also Kenya as a whole. It was caused by the

11. Kitui District annual report 1%49-50.

12. Kitui Pistrict annual report 1955,
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ccmbined effect of insect pests, drcught and floocds. First

during 1960, insgct pests known locally 25 nguti invaded Xitui
district. They looked like grasshoppers, but they weres definitely
not lccusts. They destrcocyed most of the green vegetation
including crops. There followed nrolonged drought in various
parts of the district and country. The drought was so widespread
and prolonged that the colonial administration in Nairoki hecame
alarmed. This led to rain making experiments in the Rift Valley
Province, especially at Njoro and Rongai where Eurcpean Maizc

131
and ¥Wheat farmers had been hard hitf 13

On July 27, 1860, it was reported that Baringo was cne of the
districts that would require emergencv relief supplies. The report
said;

Over the past 18 months, organized stocksales have left the
average Tugen and Nijemps with little if any surplus stock
with which to cushicn themselves against famine conditions
and the Suk have lost more cattle in the rinderpest

scourge ( 14)

The same was probably happening in other districts such as
Kitui. For e¢xample on Friday, August 2C, 1960, it was reportec
that 1,500,000 bags of maize would be needed in Baringo district,
southern and ccast provinces in form of famine relief. When
it started raining in northern, central and eastern Kenya in

3
Octcber 1960, it immediately started flcoding ( 5). The shicrt

rains of 196C 2ni the long rains of 19261 became one long szason of
continuous raining all over the country. In Kitui, the proviesion
of famine reliecf became necessary during the second half oif the
month of November 1960. The famine relief came from two major
sources: yellow maize which was imported from the United States and
the forces' Faminz relief consisting of powder milk for children

in the district.

[
[ZY]
o

¥ast African Standard, Julyv 7, 1960.
East African Standard, July 27, 1260.

15, East African Standard, Ncvember 15, 1960.

=
[1=9



Since road transport was impossille due tc the floods,
helicopters were used to drop sacks of maize, maize flcur and other
relief items into villages. This is why it is remembered as the
famine of ndege~aeroplane. In fact, 40% cf =11 the maize
provided as famine relief in the whole country in 1960-61 came
from outside the country (Mbithi and Wisner, 1972:%). It began

a new era in the adainistration’s policy concerning famine relief.

All previcus famine relief provisions in Kitui had been
undertaken by the native local council, but ncw the central
administration was invelved. Secondly, it was probably the first
time massive importation of fcod for famine relief from outside
the country had been undertaken. Third, since it was a national
calamity, it was prebably the first time the Central Government
machineryv in Nairobi was focused on famine relief as an emergency
operation needing quick decisions, coordination c¢f operations
and ccocmmitment o assisting the common perscn in the village.

It was a naticnal catastrorhv which onght to have triggered-off
immediate discussicns on food anda famine relief policies for the
wnole naticn hed it not bezen for the fact that this was a time
when African political activities following the state of emergency
had heightened and had been recognized by the cclcnial cfficials.
This had probably left the white colonial officials unwilling

to take radical pelicy initietives. This was despite the fact
that "Kenya (had) spent shi 12% millicn on internally purchased
maize and transportation alone® (Mbithi and Wisner, 1972:5).

The fanaine supplies were stopped in Kitui in 1962,(17)
only to discover that widespread provision-of famine relief through-
ocut 1961 had resulted into an aggravation of the overstccking pre-
blem. The pcople had found it unnecessary to slaughter their
livestock for food and to sell some of the livestock to buy fcod

as they had traditionallv done 4during past famine.

16. Handing over report Mr. J.R.M. Tennent to J.F. Johnston,
April 4, 19¢61.
17. Handing. over repcrt, Mr. A.D. Galtcn Fenze to Mr. J. Shako,

1962.
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The conclusion to be drawn here is that the colcnizl cfficers’
attitude tcwards pastoralism was negative. To them nothing
goed could be expected from the ownership of a large number cof
livestock. This, it has to be pointed out, was a misundertanding
toth of the lccal pecple's accumulated experience and of the
weather conditions in the district which did nct and to this day
do not permit an individual family to rely entirelv on agriculture,
The people knew. that in times cf severe drought and ccnseqguent
famine, a family with a large herd had better chances of surviving
than the family with a small herd.

During a severe drought large numbers of livestock die of
lack of pasture, water and because cf disease. A family with
& small herd will cdefinitely find it wiped out within no time,
while ‘a large herd is likely to be reduced in size but ncot wired out.
The remaindler c¢f the herd is then used as food or exchanged for
food. It is therefore a pity that in scme parts of Kitui,
especially Kitui central, pastcralism is no longer a viable

occupation.

In 1968, there was famine which was very similar to
the one experienced in 1960-61 in terms of its cause. It dicd not
come as a result of drcught but toc much rain. That is, in most
parts of Kitui, especially central and southern Kitui, the short
rains of Ncvember 1967 ccntinued till April 1968 when the long
rains are usually expected. To appreciate how continuous raining
though without flocds can cause fcod shortages, cne needs to be
familiar with the structure of houses ané stcrage facilities in
Kitui. Following the short rains of 1967, there was going to be
a bumper harvest if the crop would have been harvested, but it
was nct. Most houses in Kitui are too small to be used for storage
of grains as it is in Western Kenya. The crop has tc dry in
the fields before it is harvested and stored in granaries outside
hcusas. Thus, as a result of ccntinuous raining, the crop
rotted@ in the fields. The result was a femire during which 430
people received permanent famine relief food supplies. An

. . . _ . 18)
additional 60,000 received cccasional famine relief food.( !

18. Prcvincial Agricultural headquarters, Eastern Province
January 20, 1972.
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Since 1968, the next severe: famine on which encugh informa-
tion is available was experienced frcm 1970 tc 1272. It was
brought about by drought. Though it was a regional drought, the
whole nation had been sensitized to the deleterious efforts c¢f the
1960-61 famine. As a consequence, when the occurence of the
famine was first reported in newspapers, famine relief aid came not
only from the central government but also voluntary organizations,
a phencmenon that was unprecedented in the history of famine relief
provision in the district. For example, hetween March 24, 1971 and
2April 17, 1971, 420-bags cf maize was received from the government.
Between April and July of the same year, 1,835 bags of rice and
1 drum of edible 0il was also received at the district offices for
general distrikution to famine victims. In June, Machakos Teacher
Training College dcnated 130 packets cf maize flour, while twc
months earlier in April, the Red Crcss had donated the follcwing
items:~ 90 packets of powder milk; 220 packets of dried vegetables;
97 bags of maize flour; 200 cartons of baby food; 124 tins of meat
and 55,000 multi-~vitamin tablets.

All the famine relief commodities were channeled through
the District Officer’'s cffice to avoid duplication in the
distribution process. The famine relief food was then sent to
divisional and eventually locational centres for distribution.
Urgent attention was focused on children who were prcvided
with food at scup kitchens. By the end of the year, 37,000
children were being provided with hot food at hot soup kitchens
arcund the district. Acccrding to Mbithi and Wisner, the dcvernment
spent sh. 20 millicn between January 1970 and January 1971 on

national famine relief foecd, Kitui district included (1972:5).

Followiny the famine, the Provincial Commissioner for
Eastern Province made recommendations for the ‘possible long
term plans to combat famine and avoid massive relief fcocd supplies
in future:-

1) Minor irrigaticn schemes covering 1,500 acres to be started

in eastern Mwingi and Kyuso where famine relief supplies had

been more widespread.: The prcblem with such a recocmmendaticn

is that the availability. of-water for human and animal consumption
is in such acute .shertage-throughout the year that the use of

any available water for irrigation is like misappropriation of

availakle water resocurces.
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2} Katumani (hybkrid, early maturing) maize seeds to be

encuuraged and emphasized over the local variety.

c) Provide free seeds to ensure that pecple have seeds to plant.
Lack of seeds at planting time is a sericus prcblem experienced

in almest all parts cf the district everv vear. First, it is

cue tc the fact that most of the commodities are consumed in whcle
before the onset of the planting season. Secondly, due to poverty
and the scarcity of income generating activities, pecple f£ind them-

selves with no mcney to buy seeds during the planting seascn.

In addition to the Provincial Ccmmissioner's sugcestions,
the action committee of the Freedom From Hunger sent a dispatch

to the P,C. regquesting him toc support the fcllowing suggesticns:-

1) The use of fertilizers, pesticicdes and improved seeds. Such
a recommencaticn in the circumstances cf persistent droughts may
not have been verv useful since the problem being experienced was

not poor cror yields but destruction of crops by drought.

2) The use of simple agricultural implecments such as jembes,
pangas etc. This recommendation was probabkly hased on the
assumption that poor harvests in the district can partly be
attributed te pcor technology.

3) The initiation of water develcpment projects such as dams,

pumps, pipes etc.

4) The inauguration of nutrition education programms and small
scale animal husbandry projects such as poultry keeping, rabbit
rearing etc. These would not cnly nrovide mixed diet for most

femilies but sur=luses would also be sold tc generate scme income.

5) The initiaticn of the ccncept of XKitchen gardens for the
purpcse of growing vegetakles and fruits. This was a grand
suggesticn because from perscnal experience in the district,
little green vegetables and fruits are consumed. The problem
however is how o conserve water when it does occasiocnally rain.
Vegetable gardzns are vnossible on a permanent basis in very

few river valleys, otherwise most of the rivers are seasonal

and dryv for most of the y=ar.



€) Large scale animel huskandry projects to be started. The
government th ﬁugh the Ministry cf Liveztock Development is
currently actively engaged in enccouraging ccmmercial, co-opera=

tive ranching schames in the district.

Fellowing their reccmmendaticns, the Freedom from Hunger
sent Katumani composite B maize seeds to be planted during the
s . 29
Lpril leong rain szasnn of 1972( ) The seeds were sent tco 2all

the districts of Fastern Province in the following measures

Isiclo, 250 packets; Machakos, 250:; Kitui, 200; Marsabit, 150.
The 850 vackets cof maize seeds cost the Freedom From Hunger
organization sh. 15,300. In additicn tc the seeds, the following
items were alsc sent:~ Sh.24,040 worth of fertilizers to be given
cnly to Isiolo and Marsabit; 20 bags of rose ccceca beans costing
sh. 2,000 Ingecticide worth Sh. 3,300y 1l0G;pangas worth

Sh. 520 and 10C small fcolk jembes worti: Sh. 1,350. How the

recipients of these items were selected or whether they were

I.-I

distributed free a

0

expected, are questions keyond the scope of

this naper.

On Septamber 28, 1972 however, it is the Office of the
President which alerted the Eastern frovincial Commissioner cf the
existence of famine in Kitui and Machakcs districts. Three
factors may aczcount for such state of affairs. First, it is
a manifestaticn of the absence of drought and famine monitoring
machinerv in the districts and the country as a whole. Secondly,
since local officials at districts and provincial levels are
usuallv people frem cther districts, usually the so-called high
potential aireas, it is easy for them to take a famine situation
for granted feor it is difficult for them to differentiate between
a season of plenty and scarcity. Thirdly, it may be a manifesta-
tion of the fact that there has bheen decentralization of administra-
tive machineryv without thas corresponding autonomy of decision

making powers and the necessarv staff compatence.

Though we have observed that during the colonial era,
it is the local district native council which was usually res-
pronsible for Zamine relief supplies, it was probablv due tc the
competence ©of the district officers in making appropriate

decisions and wmlans that kept the central administration in Neirobi

20. Kitui District archives at Embu, Ngr. 11/21/Vol. vii/l345.
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frem intexveniny. The iinance ray partlv have heen provided by the

central administration hut the decisions ¢cn what and hew it

o]

shoul bo spent uznally came from Kitui digtrict capital. Decisicng

: such as this are likely to he more specific

co the problem. The situation however, changed in 1860 and has con-

tinued to ftiiis day when apparently, the government officers at

district level Jo mnot seam to have the power and probably, *the
capacity to make dacisicns indeprendent of the central government in
diairchi. Neecoxrdineg to Chitere "Jdacentralization of decision making

i
ithe P.C. for ELerehern Province on Octcher £3, 1972 that scome
t

cattle had zlr-adv diad due to water and pasture scarcity. This
was oroef that ths drowcht and fomine hald heen in existence for
z considerahle length of time. In a dispatch of November 23,
1972 tc the Zirmanent Secretary in the Office of the President,
the D.C. for *itul asled for three thincs:~

o= ~

2. Ratum .ni raize seeds for these whe could not afford to buy
n

e

3. To inliuce people tc nlant cassava as an lasurance ajainst

Crought and famine. This was an unfortunrate reguest
ct the Permanent Secretary who is

i urage them to plant certaip Ccxips.

£1 1t to get an impression <f the magnitude of the

famine due *c lack of infcormation cn how much famine relief was
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Due tc the failure of the Awvril rains of 1975, famine brocke
out, necessitating famine relief food supplies. From May to
September, & total of 3,300 bags of maizz is recorded to have

2
(21) Hot soup

been received as ramine relief food in Kitui.
kitchens werz also set up at Kisasi in Xitui central wher: the
famine was viewed as more a cute. Fere, 1,200 mothers and
children were served with porridge consisting of maize flcur.

milk and sugar on July 29, 1875 alone 0(42)

Persisitent drought and poor hiarvests continued inte 187¢,
necessitating a reguest by the D.C. to the Perxmanent Secretary
in the Office of the President to consider assisting peorle

with seeds to plant in November of that vear.

21. Kitui District archives at Kitui 1i/21/vii/1975.
22, Kitui District archives at Kitui 11/21/vii/201 .
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The famine relief budget for seeds sent to the Office
of the President included the fcllowing items

Table 2: Projected famine relief seeds, July 1975

6,000 packets of Katumani maize Sh. 162,000
2,000 bags of beans - 440,000
5,000 bags of millet 360,000
2,000 bags of sorgum 150,000
5,000 bass of cowpeas 750,000
2,000 bagzs of pigeon peas 440,000
2,000 bags of castor seeds 100,000
Cassava for bulking 20,000
Transportation of cassava sticks 80,000
Total projected cost...... 2.532.000

The above budget was revised and integrated into the

provincial famine relief seeds estimates as shovn helow =~

Taole 3: FEastern Province: famine relief estimates QOctobher 1976

District Katumani Sorgum Millet piseon Cassave

Maize serewn bullrush peas (lorryfulls)
(bags) (oags)  (bags)
Machakos 1,000 £00 500 140 - 7
Kituil 1,000 500 500 140 8
Mbere 50 60 50 60 2
Tharaka 60 60 50 £0 3
Isiolo 35 50 &0 = 1
Marsabit 60 £0 3C 5 1
Total 2,215 1,220 1,180 400 20
Total
cost Sh.201,700 12,200 11%,500 120,00 22,000=471,400

There is no record showing whether or not the Office of the
President responded tc the request for seeds by sending any

seceds or monev for the seceds.

The figures zvailable for the 1976 famine in Kitul
however, are sufficient food for thought. They have a bearing
on the future food situaticn in the district and probably
the nation in general. For example, by November 20, 1978 the

following relief fcod had been received in Kituil.

23. Eastern Province, October 1976: Famine relief seeds
estimates. Kitui District archives.
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Table 4: Relief food supplies in 1976

Month bags of bags of grams of powder
maize beans butter kgs.
January 3,900 500 - 1,250
February 3,500 500 - —-——
March 8,000 1,000 21,750 2,600
April 8,000 800 ———— ———
May . 8,000 200 —_———— ——
June 8,000 500 ———— ———
July 8,000 - - ————
August 8,000 1,000 = === ——==-
September 8,000 1,000 —_——— -
October 8,000 —— _——— e
Total 71,400 5,300 21,750 2,850

Amorc others, the voluntary organizations which responded

to the situation in Xitui were the following:-

1. National Christian Council of XKenya which gave 21 bags
of powder milk; 1,000 mattocks, 1,000 shovels and 200 oxploughs.
These items were sent through the office of the D.C. Earlier

on February 14,1976, they had channeled 33 ploughs and 66

. . . 24
chains through the office of the President =~

2. The Presbeterian Church of East Africa donated 263 bags
of maize; 10 bags of cabbages; 2 bags of beans; 2 bags of millet

33 cartons of maize flour and 7% baskets of dates.
3. The Catholic Relief in Distress gave food for reneral
distribution wvalued at Sh. 64,580; Sh. 70,980 to the school

feeding program and seeds worth sh. 15,540.

4, The Afngilican Diocese of MMount Kenya Donated 20 bags

of maize.

E. Moyale District in Horth Eastern Province gave 20 bags

Over the same period, the government sold 8,£94 bags

of maize and beans to Kitui prison, hogpitals and the schocl

24 . Kituil District archives at Kitui, 11/21/viii/331
25. Kitui District archives at Kitui, 11/21/viii/349
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reeding pregram. By December 1275, the government had increase

relief maize supplies from 8,000 to 10.000 bags a month, and
beans from 1,000 to 1,500 bags a mcnth. The fcod was being
distributed at 20 sites selected by the district development
officer. At least, 290,000 people were getting famine relief

food on a permanent bacsis.

As the situation cortinued to worsen all over the
district tovards the close of the year, the D.C. instructed all
the “ocaticnal officials to make a thorough investigation and
draw up locational registerz c¢f starving people needing food
relief. The registers revealed that 278,735 people that ie,
180,872 children and 198,062 adults needed food relief. The
figure weould have been bigger if the registers from Ikutha
and Voo would not have been found missing in the ¥Kitui District
Archives at Kitui. In fact there must have been exaggerations
in these figures, but not in that the population of Kitui

during the 1969 census was 242,953 26+ 7

and 463,512 in 1980/ %7
it can easily be concluded that nearly every resident of Kituil
district needed famine relief food. The cosgst of providing

such food was erormous. For esxample, it is “nown that by
December 28, 1876, the chief accountant in the 0ffice of the
President had paid out Sh.2,177,550.2% tewards famine relief
food for Kitui district alone. The auestion which such famine
relief figures suggest ig, if at least three districts in Kenya
had famine of the maconitude Kitui experienced in 1976, would
the nation find itself with the Foc? and transport facilities
capable of coping with the precblem without depending on outsiide
donors? Such a question is extremelv disturbing in view oFf

the panic which gripped the nation during the 1980-81 rational

famine to be discussed later,

Evidence shows that the December/Jaruarv harvests
were not adequate tc wipe out faminc from the district. The
manager of the maize Prcduce Board was therefore instructed
on Jaruary 18, 1977 to release 4,000 bags of maize to the D.C.
of Kitui. On March 10,1277, a further 3,000 bagc were ordered

25 . 1983 Yenya populations cersus., Covernment printer
27. Ministry of finance and planning, central bureau of

atatistics. Kitui office.
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into the district. ' On March 31, a similar amount was also
received, indicating that famine was still wodespread. On April
15, however, 300 bags of maize were released, not for distri-
bution but for purchase at subsidized prices. On April 2,1977
the government suggested the following seed requirements for

the people of Eastern Province for planting that very month:-

Table ©&: Seed requirements in April, 1977 28
The Crop Kituil Marcsabit Isiolo Meru Embu Total
Millet 600 10 - 50 50 710
Sorgum 400 20 - 100 600 1120
Covwpeas 400 5 10 20 20 4€5
Katumani E000 600 600 1200 500 8300
Green grams 400 20 8 60 £0 538
Beans 300 10 8 50 100 468

It is probably due to the difficulties experienced
in trying to identify the famine stricken people deserving
free seedg that the local administration identified Mwethya
female self-help reciprocal groups as the best medium for seed
distribution. Most married women belong to one or the other of
these groups. Thus, by October 18, 1977, 1,198 Mwenthya groups
had been identified. They were advised to prepare thelr gardens
in readiness for plantirg in November. In all, 11 188 female
croups all over the district. The distribution on the divisional

level was as follows:-

Table 6: 3eed distribution to Mwethva groups in Nov.1977

Division Number of groups Number of packets of Maize Secds
Central division 644 6,440
Southern 69 ' 690
Eastern 72 ‘ ‘ ‘ : 720
Mwingi 358 3,350
Kyuso 68 ' 680

Total..... 1,188 11,880

These seeds were provided on condition that after the
harvest the same amount would be returned tc the district store

to be re-supplied. What was overlooked here was that Katumani

28, All the figures are in bags of 90 %z each except for

Katumeni maize which is given in packets of 10 kg each.

€y
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being a composite seed, would rct he re-supplied without first,
sellirqg it and buying fresh seeds. The expected short rainrs
actually came ana there was a good harvest which d4id much

to alleviate the deleterious effects of famine.

Three years later in 1980 and 1981, Kitui was caught
up in another famine which affected directly or indirectly
nearly every :Keryan. The famine waz caused by the combined
effest of drought, hcarding and smuggling across international
coundaries. First, the Wovember 1979 rains falled in some
parts of Xitui. This was follcwed bv the fallure of the April
1880 rains all over the digtrict. By this time people in the
northern locations were already starving, In July, what was
recognrized as & national calamity was already having serious
consequences in Kitui, which together with Turkana are the two
districts that received some free famine relief fcod. The food
consisted of yellow maize, wheat and rice from the United

States and other friendly nations.

According tc a report in "The Standard" of March, 7

1981. The League of the Red Cross spent Sh.21%f miilion between
O-tober 1980 and lMarch 1981 in nrovidirg famine relief food in
Turkana and Pokot districts whers there were 3,000 peopls
permanently receiving daily food rations. For mogt of 1980 and
1981, the European Economic Community has speht enormous amounts
of moneyv on providing famine relief in Turkana with the result
thiat-till now, December, 1981, many people in the district

are still permanently herded together in famine relief camps..

In XKitul, there were ng massive famine relief food
supplies comparable to the situaticn exnerienced during the
1976-77 famine period. This implices that most of the fooad
imported from outside the country was rationed to traders Tor

fie

sale. According to one district official, the district was

- . . ela!
receiving 1,000 bags of yellow masize a month as Tamine relilef

Tt was allocated by the government through the Kenya Farmer's
Association store at Kibwezi. ‘lore Maize, packets ol Maize
flour, wheat flour and rice were zomirzy in for sale through whole-

sale traders appointed as goverrmsnt aserts. The traders bought

29. Personal communication.
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their rations directly from Nairobi and sometimes Kitui town,
When the commodities became available in Kitul, they were
sometimes sold at exhorbitant prices on the black market not

only because this would fetch the traders more money but also
because they needed to recover the high transport costs they

had incurred. The second alternative was to sell the commodities

close to market centreg to minimize transport costs.

Investipgations carried out in December 1980 revealed
that unscrupulous traders licensed by the D.C. to make basic
food items available could take them to eastern Kitui at night,
where .they could exchange one bag of maize costing sn.100 at
government contreolled price for 4 adult goats, each costing
a minimum of Sh.200. Packets of maize and wheat flour were going
at twice the controlled price in some areas far away from

market centres.

Realizing that there were serious problems in getting
food commodities where they were needed, and that when these
were made available, they were at prices villagers could not
afford, the district officials instituted very strincent measures
of control. An agent could be given the license to go and
buy foodstuffs only if he had signatures from the local
councillor, XKANU chairman and the chief. When he made the
commodity available in the local area, the same officials had to
ensure that he had the exact amount he had been allocated at
the store. They then supervised the selling of the commodity
Similar controls were applied to the distribution of free famine
relief food. Through such measures at least 75% of the foodstuff
provided through the government machinery for sale and as famine
relief reached their destination. Because of the extreme
pain people experienced in looking for food to buy, the famine

was nicknamed nikwangwete - I die when I posses (money).

The Catholic Secretariat through their local offices
at the Kitui Parish Centre participated actively in the provision
of famire relief for the 1980-81 famine. This was partly
because 1. They receive and provide such aid on behalf of donors

from outside the country.
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2. . For convenience, they have established permanent
infrastructural facilities at the level of the Diocesecs
(district) for co-ordinating local church groups for the provi-
sion of aid to rural programs such as water projects, hospitals
and clinics, educational programs such as women groups and
marriage counselling, and of course in the provision of famine
relief food. Their aim is to raise or maintain the standard

of living of the people of the district, catholic or non-catholic.

During the 1980-81 famine period, they had two famine
relief programs in operation.

1. Food for work

Those who were famine stricken as identified by the
local catholiz church leadership provided some physical labour
on community progsramme such as terracing, road construction.
building churches and schools etc in order to be given famine
relief food. Thus between Tebruary and june 1981, 10,764
bags of rice each containing 100 pounrds and 2,946 cartons of
cooking oil, each containing 6 gallons, were released for
distribution under this program. The food was provided by
the churches in the United States as emergency famine relief
food. Otherwise, food for destitutes is usually received frcm
the catholic church institutions outside the country twice

every year.

2. Food for mothers and children

Over the same period as noted above, 2,687 bags of
rice and 3,562 (25 kilo) bags of powder milk were released
for distribution under the food for mecthers and children progran.
This program was instituted in recognition of the fact that
Kitui distrizct is generally poverty stricker and when famine

strikes, mothers and children suffer most.

In general therefore, it can be concluded that the
past history of the food and water situation in Kitul does not
pairt a bright future for the district. For example, the
"Daily Nation" of Auecust 26, ,1981 quoted the Provincial
Director of Agriculture for Eastern Province as saying that with
the exception of Meru, food production in the Province has been
on the dezline. Of course, the problem is that when drought and

famine strike, they neutralize any progress previously achieved.
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Theoretical and FPolicy Ferspectives

The statistical and descriptive evidence given,
strongly contradict Wisner's hypothesis that famine in eastern
Kenya, Kitui included, is man-made; a product of regional
growth and income disparities. It also contradicts his view
that "Vulnerability of drought has increased in close association
with the development of the settler economy in Colonial Kenye,
and Subsequently the Africanization and expansion of the
economic relations established under Colonialism" (1977:194).
First Kitui district was a purely native district where
settler agriculture was eschewed, probably due tc its dryness
and because Kamba pastoral practices would have impeded settler

agricultural development.

Secondly, drought and famine being natural, unpredic-
table phenomena, how can they be associated with settler
economy and africanization? As Feckholm observes, '"droughts
are an unavoidable aspect of the arid environment. Though they
cannot be predicted with any precision, they should never come
as a shock" (1975:142). Thirdly, considering the evidence
already presented, what the colonial and Post-Colonial admiri-
gtrations have done to assist the peorle cf the area is enormous.
Thus, if Wisner's hypotnesis were true, then the solutions to
the problem would have been simple, but are they?

Kitui being a semi-arid district, the famine problem
is environmentally related. '"People try to plan against the
hunger season, but they are usually unable to prevent its
occurence" (Ogbu, 1973:32), 1Ir this, the Kitui Kemba are similar
to other societies residing in sgimilar environmental conditions
hecause "local Conditions often do rnot permit long-range
suhsistence plarning in these societies. These conditions
include the ecological limitation on the amount of food that
each family can grow ( and harvest) at anv given time (ibid).

As a result of these environmental limitations the .« aterial
stardards of life of the majoritv of the people is low. This
implies that people are usually able to invest in capital assets

if there is adequate or surplus food.
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Cultural perception of adjustment to famine

In a district wide ‘survey carried out between
September and October 1980, during the most recent famine in
Kitui, 34% heads cof families were asked whether they thought
there would be crcp failures in the future. The responses

were as follows:

Table 7: Possibilities of future crop failures

( and famines)

Absolute frequency relative frequencey
Yes 241 69.9
No 21 6.1
Don't know 83 24.1
Total 345 100

The majority of the people in the sample i.e. 69.9%
indicated that crop failure and as a consequence, famine are
recurrent problems in the district. A quarter of the responde-
nts (24.1%) however, could not commit themselves one way or the
other. This is because it would he tentamount to predicting
weather conditions, the factor which is predominantly responsible

for crop failure in the district.

Asked to say why they thought there would be more
crop failures in the future, 258 responses were recorded in the

following proportions:

Table 8: REASONS FOR FUTURE CROP_FAILURES

There have always been crop failures and A.T. R.F.
famines once every 2 years. 81 31.4
2. Rainrfall is unreliable and unpredectable 82 31.8
° Poor farming facilities ‘ 290
Destruction of crops by birds and
Monkeys 6 2.3
5 Too much rain -destroys crops
6 Climate has changed and crop failures
occur often. ' 3 1.2
It is Cod'e Will 7 2.7
There has been overgrazing . 52 22.1

Total number of responses 258 100
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From the abocve figures, 21.4% of the responses
idealize crop failures and as a result, famine as a phenomenon
which recurs with a regular pattern. They believe that every
after two years, therec must be a severe drought. Alternatively,
there is a belief that two consecutive seasons of bumper harvests

are usually followed by a season of crop failure.

The first two patterns of response in Table 8 account
for 62.2% of all the recorded responses for the question. This
implies that the people perceive the circumstances which are
responsible for crop failure as natural and as such, beyong
human contrcl. When the respondents were asked what they would
do if they were warned of a future crop failure, the pattern
of responses was recorded as below. The question was asked
with the historical knowledge that in Kitui, crop Tailures
have always been followed by famine.

Table 9: What people would do if warned of crop

fail .

failure ALT. R.F
1 Stay and see-persevere 45 11.6
2.Migrate to a better area © 1.5
2,.8top wasting time tending the farm 5 1.2
4,.5ave monrey to buy food 254 86%.t
€.Improve farming 15 3.9
6.5ell livestock to buy food 46 11.9
7.Look for a job 17 4.4

Total number of responses 388 100
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The above responses confirm our earlier observaticn that
crop failure in Kitui is perceived as a natural occurence which man
cannot prevent., This does not however mean that people do not do
anything aimed at making them survive the famine. Even the 11.6%
of the responses which indicate that people would stay and see, do
not mean that the people would sit around waiting for their fate.
Following a crop failure, people’s efforts are focused primarily on
searching for food and water. In response to the above question for
example, 65,5% of the people would likely start saving money to buy
food. The major source of money in Kitui is the sale of livestock.
A person who owns livestock is not only likely tc survive a severe
drought but is also able to pay school fees for his or her children.
He or She is also able to afford the other necessities of 1life
required by the family. For example. out of the 345 heads of
families reached during the survey, 259(75.1%) own livestock:
75(21.7%) do not, and 11(3.2%) did not respond to the question. Of
those who own livestock, 176(68%) sold some between January 1980
and September when the survey was starting. The livestock were
sold for the following reasons:

Table 10: Why people sold livestock

A.E. R.B.

1. To buy smaller livestock for bride-

wealth ' ’ ' C 12 4,3
2. To stock a business 3 1
3., To buy essentials 153 54.3
4. To pay school fees 79 28
5. To pay for medical care 13 b
¢, Others, eg. pay debts : 22 7.8

Total number of responses 282 100

The responses suggest strongly that agriculture should
not be viewed as an alternative to pastoralism as the colonial
administration in the area used to think. The two should be
advanced and developed as complementary occupations- agriculture

as a source of food and livestock as a source of cash.

One would have expected that in an area where crop failures
and famines are reccurent, any harvest should all be stored. This
would be true only if there were adequate alternative ways of getting
money for other things. When asked what the family did with the

last harvest, the following responses were recorded.
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Table 11: What the family did with the last harvest
A.T. R.T.
1. Stored all 191 55.4
2, Sold some 67 1.4
3. Cave away some .8 2.3
Gave away some and sold some 72 20.9
Total number of respondents 345 100

The above table shows that although the majority (55.u%)
of the people stored all the harvest, all would have done so if

it had not been for two major reasons:

1) Selling some of the harvest for money *c buy other things;

2) Abiding by the principles of reciprocity by giving some of
the harvest to relatives and friends. However, follcwing a
crop failure, most people (71,4%) get food by buying it.

NDther sources of food are as mentioned in the table below:-

Table 12: Sources of food after a bad harvest

AL R.F.
l. Buy food - 320 71.4
2, Work for food ‘ 25 5.6
3. Get famine relief : 18 4.0
4. Sell livestock to buy food 32 7.1
5. Get help from relatives - 3Y4 7.6
6. Other ' S ‘ 18 b,2

Total number of responses Lyg 100

The evidence already presented indicates that adjustment
to crop failure and famine are specific to given environmental
resources and as such,; are culturally specific. In the discussion
of specific famines, it was also observed that the strategies
employed in adjusting to crop failure and famine change with
specific droughts and famines as the available resources change

and as new ideas of increasing food supplies evolve.

As a result of persistent droughts and famines in the
district, people are generally poor, with low material standards.,

Asked to indicate how crop failures have affected the people of
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Kitui, respondents gave the following responses:-

Table 13: How crop failures (famines) have affected the people of
Kitui - TTTTreTTTTTTTTT

A.E. R.F.
1. Not much 5 C.8
2. Poverty increased 1392 25.1
3. Socilal disorder 70 12.6
4, Temporary migration 60 10.8
5. Permanent migration 11y 20.6
6. Children drop out of school 33 . 6
7. Loss of livestock 57. 1C.
8. Depopulation by death 78 13.7
Total responses 554 100

It can be concluded from the above table and the earlier
description that lack of adequate food and water supply have had
far-reaching effects. on the population., Some of these effects can
be viewed in their own right as adjustments to conditions of
scarcity. The majority of the responses (25.1%) for-example,
indicate the existence of general poverty. People go in tattered
clothes;. take one or twc meals a day, a factor made worse by high
food prices during famine. We can imagine this resulting into

poor health and little motivation for work.

_Permanent migration aimed at moving out of the location
to another or out of Kitul district altogether,. and temporary-
migration to look for food or pasture both account for 231.4% of
the responses. Among those who do not migrate, petty crimes;
inter-and intra-family conflicts; broken homes, early marriages
especially for underage girls; rural and urban prostitution
increase. ‘Children from poorer families, especially those with
no livestock to sell drop out of school, not only due to lack of
school fees and uniform but also for lack of food. Human and
livestock lives lost as a result of drought and famine related
effects cannot easily be measured. As noted in the description
of the specific famines, the government usually comes to the
people's aid in times of severe famine. The people’s perception
of government aid can be evaluated by the analysis of the question
requiring respondents to say what the government does when there

is crop failure.
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Table 1l4: What the government does when there is a crop failure

_A.F. R.F,

1. Controls prices 81 - 14,3

2. Transports food to nearby places 104 18.4

3. Provides food relief 289 51.2

4, Any other 5 0.8
Total number of responses 565 100

The pervasiveness of previous famine relief supplies is
recognized by 51.2% of the responses. 18.4% of the respnonses
recognize the government assistance in making basic foodstuffs
available in shops, while 14.3% indicate that the government
controls prices. In fact, the very mention of the latter two
factors while responding to an open-ended guestion is suggestive

of the problems encountered in obtaining food in shops.

When the respondents were asked to name any other desir-
able assistance needed in the area, the responses recorded touch
on the indirect and infrastructural gevernment assistance which
can alleviate some of the deleterious effects of food and water

scarcity. A summary of these is in the table below:-

Table 15: Other desirable (government) assistance needed in Kitui

A.F. R.F.
1. Build food stores 9 1.1
2. Provide free farm inputs 81 10.2
3. Provide free (tap and irrigation) water 239 30.2
4. Provide free boarding schools 117 1u.8
5. Provide farm credit facilities Ly 5.6
6. Improve transport facilities 100 12.6
7. Build hospitals and clinics 127 16.0C
8. Any other 75 9.5
Total number of responses 792 ZEBﬁ_
People's perception of what is needed -indicates a general
lack of

1. Water facilities such as dams, rock catchment barriers, weirs
and tanks.
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2. Medical facilities such as hospitals, health centres and
clinics,

3. Security for srhool chiidren, a factor which demands the
introduction of boarding primary and secondary schools tc minimize
school dropouts and to cushion the students against starvation.

4. Transport facilities such as roads and bridges. Across most
of the dry river valleys, there are cement causeways which make
those valleys impassable during the rain season.

5. Farm inputs such as implements, seeds and technical advice

especially on extensive dry farming practices.

The provision of credit facilities and building food
stores ‘are not viewed as very significant, probably because of
the high risk of crop failure. Recovery of loans or capital
invested would be difficult.

Conclusion and Suggestions

From the experiences of the Xitui Kamba therefore, the
most logical conclusion to be drawn is that there is need for a
national famine relief policy., Such a policy would have provisions
for local district variations. In Sessional Paper No, 4 of 1981
on National Food Policy, article.l.6 emphasizes increased food
production and distribution of basic foodstuffs. There is need
to recognize that when forecast food production targets cannot be
met as it happened recently in 1980, contingency measures of
sources of food, the typme of food, where it is acutely needed,
how it is to be transported and distributed, need to be identified

and planned for in advance.

The suggestion is that a national famine relief policy
should in fact take into account the following. factors derived.

from the Kitul experiences:~

1. Relative regional or district specialization in production.
Predominantly pastoral districts such as Kitui, Turkana, Samburu,
Kajiado etc. should not be encouraged to practise marginal agri-
culture as an alternative to pastoralism. This is likely to
increase desertification and expose the populations living there
to more environmental hazards. Marginral agriculture should be

increased in the future when breakthrough in arid area appropriate
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greed, thus holding the population at ransom on a life and death

issue,

5. This is why detailed transportation provisions in the suggested
famine relief and the already formulated food policies should be
spelled out, Thus, famine need nct be a logical consequence oOf
drought as is usually the case in Kitui, if adequate supplies of

food can be effectively moved into drought stricken areas.

6. It is therefore suggested that in each district, famine
monitoring committees consisting of local church leaders, K.A.N.U.
officials, councillors and peasant farmers who hold no official
positions in government should bte formed. The committees should
be as ‘independent as possible from the normal government function-
aries in each district. When a local famine emerges, the local
district famine monitoring committee should alert the D.C., who
probably through the P.C. should get into contact with the Office
of the President and the Ministry of Agriculture for famine relief

food and other appropriate assistance.

This process has the potential of preventing a situation
similar to what happened in 1972 when it was the Permanent
Secretary in the Office of the President in Nairobi that alerted
the P.C. for Eastern Province of the existence of famine in Kituil
district. Since the committees would have prior kncwledge of
what 1is needed, how much, where it is needed and who should get it,
aid from the government, voluntary organizations, comparies and
individuals would be channeled through them. Through their super-
vision and monitecring machinery smuggling, hoarding and overchar-
ging of foodstuffs would easily be. detected, prosecuted and as a
result, controlled. Similarly, through proper accounts, decisions
would be made about what to do with the surplus famine relief

supplies

According to Dirks "nearly every year a food emergency
occurs somewhere on our planet, and, despite regular recurrence,
there is an unfortunate tendency to deal with each one on an adhoc
basis, particularly in coping with human needs that arise” (1980+ 217
This is the situation that has existdd in Kitui for a long *ime
which now demands a consistent policy to govern adjustment to
drought and famine. In the formulation of such a policy, "Policy
makers should recognize cultural mechanisms of coping with famine
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technology will have been achieved. For the moment, pastoralism

and marginal farming should be practised as complementary occupations.

2. Predominantly pastoral districts lose alot of livestock during
severe droughts. If some of the livestock were bought through
government or co-operative agencies to be fattened and sold in
predominantly agricultural areas such as Western and Central
Provinces, the pastoral regions would receive grains in exchange
through similar channels. ' Such measures would ensure the availability
of markets for both grains and livestock. Such a program would
probably lower prices of some of the food items such as. meat since

the program would cover all corners of the country, parts of which

have not yet been reached by markets external to the local area.

3. Regional specialization in production and sale of food commo-~
dities would call for a national survey aimed at making an inventory
of the food resources available in each district, what the staple
food is and therefore, what the people in the district would need

as a survival foodstuff during famine. Currently, there is an
assumption that everyone in Kenya would be comfortable with maize

fiour. This may not be true especially of the pastoral communities.

4, The historical Kitul experiences strongly suggest that the

whole population cannot depend entirely on government famine relief
supplies during a severe drought. The government is limited in
providing adequate, regular amounts of food supplies. Relief there-
fore suited for the critically famine stricken families. The other
families arc better off if they are left free to resort to recip-
rocal kinship, friendship and credit facilities that are culturaily
conditioned and regulated in acquiring food for survival. HMany
Kitui Kamba families for example, have survived past famines by
acquiring food through channels outside the district in Meru, Embu,
Machakos and the coast. If such links are served by the govern-
ment through the closure of district boundaries, thus prohibiting
the movement of foodstuffs as it happened during the 1980-81 national
famine, then many of the people who would have easily survived the

famine by resorting to these channels are exposed to undue hardships.

The closure of boundaries in 1980--81 was probably aimed
at curbing smuggling and was do e with the assumption that the govern-
ment had assumed the responsibility of transporting basic foodstuffs.
The Kitui experiences however, strongly demonstrated that the govern-

ment's good intentions can easily be deviated to serve individual
/
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situations™ (Morris, 187u4: 1855), so that the people remain
relatively in control of the survival strategies. As Morris
suggests, "considerable effort should be focused on development
and expansion of self-insurance schemes that require a minimum
of bureaucratic discrimination' (1874:185%5). This would minimize

dependency on government supplied food resources.

Thus, instead of contending that famine relief prcvision
is "one of the few occasions when the poorest segments of society
are able to get something from the rich”. (Morris, 1975:288) stop-
gap measures such as this one should be integrated into long term
strategies of attacking the causes of food shortages so that the
problem can be eliminated. Thus, the suggested food and famine
relief policies should not dwell on the problem alone as it has
usually been in Kitui, but should also focus on long term food
resources and on the minimization of the impact of drought and
famine. This is why it is suggested that the famine relief policy
be part of the national food policy.
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