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ABSTRACT

Following a regional workshop convened by the East African
Wild Life Society (EAWLS) in February 1998 at Mombasa,
the EAWLS was mandated to set up an environmental network
to monitor threats to wetlands and coastal resources in Eastern
Africa. This network is supporting two advocacy projects
aimed at conserving the Rufiji delta in Tanzania:
• mass media campaigns by the Journalists for the

Environment in Tanzania (JET)
• community outreach  and public education at the Rufiji

delta.

This advocacy work was prompted by the approval by the
Tanzanian government of an industrial shrimp farm project
that will privatise a third of the Rufiji delta. Over 2000 residents
of the delta have filed a petition at the high court suing the
government, arguing that the decision to develop the project
was taken without their involvement. The network has opened
dialogue among stakeholders and supporters, including WWF-
Tanzania, JET, PREPARE-India, Mangrove Action Project-
USA, Lawyers Environmental Action Team (LEAT), EAWLS,
and others. 

While concentrating on the Rufiji delta, the network is also
looking at other programmes working with communities along
the coast to promote collaboration in conserving threatened
wetlands. One such initiative is the Integrated Coastal Area
Management project in Kenya. A multi-institutional planning
team in Kenya established this process in 1994 following a
pilot study in Mombasa, with the aim of providing a starting
point for addressing the urgent coastal issues facing the area,
and informing and enriching the dialogue on how to address
coastal management problems nation-wide.

The pertinent coastal issues being addressed by this networking
include: urbanisation, declines in fisheries production and
water quality, shoreline erosion, degradation of coastal
ecosystems, and resource use conflicts. The network organised
a workshop in Tanzania to involve all stakeholders, to create
a consultative forum for governmental institutions, non-
governmental organisations, the private sector, and local
communities to discuss the salient issues relating to
conservation and development in the Rufiji delta. Dialogue
and networking are key factors in conflict resolution,
community projects, implementation of government policies,
and in ensuring the overall sustainability of any programme.

INTRODUCTION

East Africa – a region that includes the highest mountains in
Africa, the three Great Lakes of Africa, the Nile Basin, the
Rift Valleys, high rainfall areas, savannahs, arid and semi-
dessert areas, coastal plains, and intertidal systems – has a
rich variety of marine, estuarine, soda, and freshwater
wetlands. These include: mangroves, sea grass beds, coral
reefs, rocky shores, mud flats, estuaries, marine deltas, soda
lakes, seasonal lakes, pools, depressions, salt marshes,
swamps, springs, soaks, perennial rivers, inland deltas,
seasonal streams, waterfalls, riverine flood plains, freshwater
lakes and ponds, peatlands, montane wetlands, thicket
wetlands, and swamp forests. 

The East African Wild Life Society (EAWLS), a non-
governmental organisation based in Kenya, whose mission
is to protect and conserve the environment in East Africa,
has been extensively involved in advocacy for wetland
conservation. This paper addresses the experiences and
conservation and development initiatives by the EAWLS at
the Tana and Rufiji deltas in Kenya and Tanzania respectively,
and highlights its advocacy and networking activities
protesting against industrial and unsustainable shrimp
aquaculture.

The River Tana, 1000 km in length, is an important river in
Kenya, with an average annual discharge of about 5.6 billion
m3/year. Its catchment covers about 17% of Kenya’s land
area, while the floodplain spreads into a network of channels
and tidal inlets, which form a delta 40 km wide. The wetlands
have a variety of habitats, which support important wildlife
populations, including the Tana River species of topi,
waterbuck, zebra, lion, and hyena, as well as providing
breeding grounds for crocodiles, amphibians, and fishes. The
delta also supports agriculture, fishing, and grazing activities
by the local communities, whose livelihoods are closely linked
to the dynamics and functioning of the river.

The Rufiji delta in south-eastern Tanzania is one of the largest
blocks of mangrove forests in East and Southern Africa,
covering an area of 53’255 ha. This largely unspoiled
mangrove forest supports a large number of people, as well
as aquatic and terrestrial biodiversity. The delta, about 20 km
wide and 65 km long, is linked to the interior of the river
system by an extensive flood plain, and to Mafia Island to
the east through ocean currents and the surrounding coral
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reefs. Because of the northerly flow of marine currents, the
Rufiji delta is endowed with the greatest fisheries potential
along the Tanzania coast, and supports 80% of all the prawn
fisheries in the country. It has 20 islands and 31 villages, and
has been used for many years by the Rufiji people, who rely
on it for fish, mangrove poles, and rice farming.

Although they harbour rich, unique, and highly diverse
wetlands, Kenya and Tanzania do not yet have national
wetland policies. On the other hand, neighbouring Uganda
succeeded in developing a national wetlands policy, which
was approved in 1995, and is implemented at national, district
and community levels. Kenya and Uganda are signatories to
the Ramsar Convention, which mandates governments to
maintain the ecological character of wetlands in their
territories, and promotes the wise use of these wetlands.
Without national wetland policies, land tenure systems, and
management plans, threats to these deltas are increasing.

Both deltas are suitable for development, and imbalances in
these ecological systems threaten their sustainability. Some
of the most significant threats are:
• unplanned human settlements
• upstream development, and 
• industrial shrimp aquaculture.

Local communities along the coastal strip do not own the
land. In most cases the land is under trust from the
government, and the people living in the area can settle
anywhere. They do not have identification or ownership of
the land they occupy. The government, however, can allocate
parts of this land in trust to individuals or organisations, as
long as they have entered into a lease agreement, most of
which are for 99 years. In the Tana delta, plots at the beach
have been allocated to individuals who do not live in the area.
Over 26’000 ha have been allocated to the Tana Development
Irrigation project of the Tana River Development Authority
for commercial rice farms. In 1992 20’000 ha were allocated
to the Coastal Aquaculture Company without the consent of
the people living in the area. The government of Kenya has
declared part of the Tana delta a land adjudication area. In
the Rufiji delta, over 10’000 ha have been allocated to the
African Fishing Company, again without the consent of the
local communities. 

Hydro-electric power (HEP) dams can both create and destroy
wetlands. Five HEP dams already exist upstream of the Tana
delta, and have altered flooding patterns, reduced water levels
downstream, and modified the amount and quality of
sediments deposited at the delta – thus threatening wetland
biodiversity, as well as the local food production systems that
depend on the river’s annual floods. Proposals to build two
more dams, with artificial systems to regulate the flooding
of the Tana River, while increasing HEP supply to the country,
and offering more employment to the local communities,
have recently created controversy. Those in favour of the
project consider that artificial flooding and sediment release
would repair some of the damage already done, by restoring
water and improving agricultural and pastoral activities. Those

against the project are concerned about further altering of
the river flooding pattern. 

In 1992, 20’000 ha in an ecologically sensitive area of the
Tana delta were allocated to a private developer for industrial
prawn farming. The government, through a presidential
directive, then nullified the allocation, and instructed that a
committee be set up to produce a management plan for the
area. To date, however, the committee has released no findings
or recommendations. The potential threat for industrial shrimp
aquaculture is still present, especially since the private
developer won the land allocation case, plus two court appeals
against the Commissioner of lands.

At the Rufiji delta, the government of Tanzania approved an
industrial prawn farm, which would privatise one third of the
delta, thus posing irreparable threats to the ecology of the
delta, and to the livelihoods of thousands of local fishers and
farmers.

Problems known to be associated with industrial shrimp
aquaculture include:
• habitat loss due to clearing of mangroves to create prawn

ponds
• land and water salinisation
• organic and chemical pollution from chemicals used in

the prawn ponds
• loss of land and property of the local communities,

causing social dislocation 
• depletion of fisheries and reduction of food and income,

thus exacerbating poverty
• use of child labour and human rights abuse, including

murders of protesters and 
• lack of legal access for local fishers to the shores and

the sea.

NETWORKING FOR THE
CONSERVATION OF THE TANA AND

RUFIJI DELTAS

Experiences at the Tana delta

As an NGO using advocacy as one of its main tools to
question policies that could cause environmental degradation,
EAWLS believes in collaborating with all stakeholders,
interested parties, and supporters, be it local communities,
the government, or local and international organisations. The
EAWLS led protests against the establishment of the prawn
farm at the Tana delta in 1992. The Society gathered relevant
information regarding the issue, such as the agreement to the
sale of the land by Kondertu Ranch Committee, the Land
Policies and Rights Act, effects of industrial shrimp farming,
and reports on why the Tana delta should be conserved. This
research verified that the land sale had been illegal, in that
the ranch committee sold the 20’000 ha without the consent
of its members. In addition, industrial prawn farming
threatened the endemic flora and fauna of the Tana delta,
endangering animal the species, and all species of mangroves
found along the Kenya coast.
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The EAWLS tried to solve the issue through negotiations and
meetings with government institutions on the land allocation,
in collaboration with other conservation organisations such
as IUCN, together with professional organisations and
committed individuals. In addition, the issue was publicised
in the local dailies and other news media like African Wildlife
News Service. The EAWLS mobilised the community at
Kondertu ranch to oppose this project through:
• awareness meetings with the ranch leaders
• national awareness forums, and
• by visiting the local communities at the site of the

proposed project to raise awareness on the effects of
industrial shrimp farming, and on the communities’ land
rights.

In 1992 Kondertu Ranch, with the help of EAWLS, and after
consulting with legal experts, filed a suit against the developer
for acquiring 20’000 ha illegally. Through a press, EAWLS
publicly announced its opposition to the project. This was
followed by counter-actions by the developer to verify the land
allocation, and the viability and benefits of the proposed
industrial shrimp farm. EAWLS wrote an open letter to the
Commissioner of lands to express its opposition. Another open
letter was targeted at the private developer. The public outcry
by local conservationists was backed by that of international
conservationists, the media, and  consulates in the country.

In response to these concerns, the government of Kenya,
through a presidential directive in 1993, nullified the land
allocation, and directed that a management plan for the delta
be formulated in close collaboration with the local
communities. A Tana Delta Wetlands Steering Committee
(TDWSC) was formed for this purpose, in which EAWLS
was a member. The work agenda was agreed, but to date –
despite efforts by TDWSC through visits to the delta and
meetings to develop a consensus statement on the land issues
– no management plan, findings, or recommendations have
been released. 

Seeing the need for more public education on environmental
conservation, the EAWLS set up a task force to implement
a Tana Delta Environmental Awareness Campaign through
public meetings and workshops, and by establishing Village
Environmental Councils. Despite this, the court ruled in favour
of the developer in 1995. Furthermore, the developer also
won two court appeals against the Commissioner of Lands.
Thus the potential threat of industrial shrimp farming remains
very real. In October 1998, EAWLS in collaboration with
Kipini Community Conservation & Development Programme
(KCC&DP) held a workshop involving all stakeholders and
interested parties to define an environmental development
strategy for the Tana delta.

Integrated Coastal Zone Management in Kenya

The Coast Development Authority in Kenya is heading a
multi-institutional team including stakeholders and interested
parties such as fishers, the Kenya Wildlife Service, hotel
owners, local communities, and government departments in

a pilot study on Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM)
of part of the Kenya coastline. The aim is to identify the
urgent problems the area, together with proposed solutions.
Some of the activities of the ICZM study include:
• demonstration projects, e.g., water conservation measures

in public institutions and beaches 
• capacity building for leaders of the project
• producing media programmes and newspaper articles to

highlight coastal management issues in the study area
and actions being taken to solve them

• conducting public awareness meetings for various coastal
resource user groups, and

• publicising the ICZM strategy through national and
international workshops, seminars and other international
forums.

Mass Media Campaigns for the Rufiji Delta

Following the approval by the government of Tanzania of the
prawn farm project at the Rufiji delta, mass media campaigns
against the project began, led by the Journalists for the
Environment in Tanzania (JET). Activists travel to the delta
every month for updates on the project, and carry out
interviews with the local communities and their leaders. The
information obtained is then used for press articles, and
distributed to local and regional dailies. 

Another strategy has been letter writing campaigns against
the project on the Internet. As a result, international pressure
against this project is building up. For example, the Swedish
Society for Nature Conservation wrote a letter to the President
of Tanzania asking him to consider reversing the decision to
approve the prawn project. Sign-on letters from Mangrove
Action Project (MAP) and Lawyers in Environmental Action
Team (LEAT) have been distributed to those interested and
affected by this proposed prawn farm. 

The East African Wild Life Society publishes a bimonthly
conservation magazine,Swara, which is sent to over 2,000
people world-wide. Recent issues have featured coastal
resource conservation and threats from industrial shrimp
aquaculture. Other conservation magazines such as JET News
have regularly been publishing articles on the prawn project,
and the concerns raised by both local and international
organisations. 

East Africa’s industrial prawn farming issues are new,
compared to other parts of the world such as Asia and Latin
America. Collaboration with other organisations doing parallel
work provides chances to share information and experiences
and learn from these, and also strengthens international
networks and campaigns against industrial prawn farming
developments.

Community Outreach at the Rufiji Delta

JET and the Southern Regions Development Association –
a local organisation, led by and belonging to the local
communities – are collaborating in order to increase public
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awareness on threats from industrial shrimp aquaculture.
Awareness strategies include:
• open public meetings at villages in the Rufiji delta, which

create a forum where the local communities can ask
questions and seek clarification on  issues of concern

• videos on industrial shrimp farming from Asia and Latin
America, converted to the local language and shown in
the villages, thus enhancing the communities’
understanding of the repercussions of industrial shrimp
aquaculture 

• poster campaigns in the local language, though these
have not started yet

• a panel discussion on television, bringing together the
owner of the prawn project (the African Fishing
Company) with JET and LEAT, which provided a good
tool for disseminating information on the issue to all
parts of Tanzania.

Recent Recommendations

The EAWLS convened a regional workshop in February 1998
on industrial shrimp farming, and the following declaration
emerged.

The Mombasa Declaration on
Mangrove Conservation and Industrial Shrimp Aquaculture (6 February 1998)

We, the DELEGATES from East Africa (Kenya, Tanzania), North America and Asia having gathered at Mombasa as
participants at the workshop on the Eastern Africa Mangrove conservation and Shrimp Aquaculture, during Feb. 1998,
under the auspices of East Africa Wild Life Society (EAWLS), ACKNOWLEDGE that:

• the Governments of Eastern Africa region under the Africa Convention on the Conservation of Nature and Natural
Resources in 1968, committed themselves to undertake to adopt measures to ensure conservation, utilisation,
development of soil, water, flora and fauna resources in accordance with scientific principles and with due regard
to the best interests of the people;

• the Governments of Eastern Africa region at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development
(UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro Brazil 1992, committed themselves to the principals of sustainable development 
including the protection of coastal environments to ensure sustainable use of natural resources, and

• the Governments of Eastern Africa region committed themselves under the Arusha Resolution in 1993 to promote
sustainable development and integrated management of coastal areas for the primary benefit of coastal communities.

WHEREAS our concern over the increasing environmental destruction evident world-wide, and in particular the destruction
of mangrove forests, estuaries, sea grass beds, coral reefs and lagoons, in general the conversion of coastal wetlands and
areas to industrial shrimp units, an unsustainable activity that is growing in an uncontrolled manner through out the tropics
and sub-tropics;

WHEREAS our concern over imminent deprivation, displacement and marginalisation of local communities that depend
on coastal wetlands in the event of the establishment of industrial shrimp units in these areas (particularly as proposed
for Tana Delta, Kenya and Rufiji delta, Tanzania);

RECOGNIZING the Governments’ efforts to alleviate poverty, increase food security and generate revenue;

We therefore RESOLVE and RECOMMEND that:
1. the Governments ENSURE that the development and operation of aquaculture, in particular shrimp aquaculture 

does not in the short, medium or long term adversely affect biotic and abiotic environments and artisanal fisheries
and the communities which depend on them;

2. the Governments ENCOURAGE sustainable natural and/or traditional shrimp aquaculture which includes an 
emphasis on the carrying capacity of the environment as well as the real and effective participation of all groups 
that benefit from coastal resources particularly the local communities;

3. the Governments ENHANCE efforts to integrated coastal zone management plans and promulgate appropriate 
environmental laws with provisions for independent environmental impact assessments;

4. the Governments CONSERVE and PROTECT wetland areas in particular mangrove forests, rivers, lagoons, inlets,
bays, estuaries, swamps, marshes and tidelands through a joint management system with the local communities;

5. East African Wild life Society (EAWLS), together with local, regional and international Non-Governmental 
Organisations (NGOs), ESTABLISH an Alert Network System to monitor destruction of coastal habitats especially
through industrial shrimp aquaculture.
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The EAWLS, in collaboration with Kipini Community
Conservation & Development Programme, organised a
workshop on defining an environmental development strategy
for the Tana delta in October 1998, which involved all
stakeholders and interested parties. Some of the
recommendations from the workshop were that:
1. The Tana delta should not be made a Ramsar site or a

national reserve; instead, the local communities and all
stakeholders should be its custodians.

2. The Chair to the Tana Delta Wetlands Steering
Committee should be held by a neutral organisation.

3. While planning the management for the delta, upstream
development should also be taken into account.

4. Since it has diverse flora and fauna, the delta should be
considered for ecotourism activities, to provide income
generating activities for the local communities.

5. Dialogue and collaboration with the local communities
should be the key means to implement the
recommendations of this workshop and the management
strategies.

In Tanzania, a similar workshop was held in the November
1998 with the aim of creating a consultative forum for
governmental organisations, the private sector, and local
communities to discuss the pertinent issues on conservation
and development of the Rufiji delta.

As a next step, the proposed management plan for the Tana
delta, and the workshop document for the Rufiji delta will
be circulated and publicised.

FURTHER, we the participants wish to:
• APPEAL to the government of the United Republic of Tanzania to RECONSIDER the decision to approve the

proposed large scale industrial shrimp aquaculture project in the Rufiji delta;
• URGE the Government of the United Republic of Tanzania together with a consortium of local and international

individuals and agencies to CONSIDER commissioning an independent Environmental Impact Assessment Team
to conduct a comprehensive EIA with special emphasis on environmental, social, cultural and economic considerations
for the Rufiji delta;

• ENCOURAGE the local, regional and international NGOs to sustain a campaign among the local communities
and other stakeholders, and to promote  the wise use of coastal ecosystems and the governments’ commitment to
sustainable development.

We UNDERTAKE by signing this DECLARATION to provide support and encouragement to all of the actions required
in order to successfully execute the MOMBASA DECLARATION. 

The following organisations support this declaration: Kipini Community Conservation Programme, East African Wild
Life Society, Mangrove Action Project USA, Society for the Protection of Environment in Kenya, WWF - Kiunga Project,
PREPARE India, Jomvu Women Project, Journalists Environmental Association of Tanzania, Forest Action Network,
Ngomeni Prawn Farm Malindi, Moi University Eldoret, National Museums of Kenya, Tsunza Conservation Programme.


