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INSTITUTE




‘Achieving Sustainable Lakes in the Rift Valley, Kenya’

Earthwatch African Fellows Team, 12-27th April, 2005 – Lake Elmenteita

Report to RAMSAR Secretariat, Darwin Initiative and Kenya Wildlife Service

1. Introduction

In April 2005, 12 conservationists from RAMSAR sites in 7 African countries (Table 1 below) met at Lake Elmenteita in Kenya’s Rift Valley to join a 14-day Earthwatch research team.  Each participant was part of Earthwatch’s African Fellowship Programme which aims to build capacity of emerging conservationists in Africa through scientific training and research experience. Fellowship placements were funded by various 

bodies including the UK Government’s Darwin Initiative, European Commission, British American Tobacco and HSBC bank. 

	Fellow
	Country
	Organisation
	Site



	John Abraham
	Ghana
	TORUDES/Forestry Commission
	Muni-Pomadze Wetlands (RAMSAR site)

	Elema Hapicha
	Kenya
	Kenya Wildlife Service
	Lake Nakuru National Park (RAMSAR site)

	Caroline Fox
	South Africa
	Ezemvelo Kwa-Zulu Natal Wildlife
	St Lucia Wetlands (RAMSAR & UNESCO World Heritage Site)

	Martin Kahindi
	Kenya
	Laikipia Wildlife Forum
	n/a

	Stephen Kigoolo
	Uganda
	Nature Uganda
	Lake Nabugabo (RAMSAR site)

	Andrew Kulecho
	Kenya
	Nakuru Water & Sanitation Service
	Lake Nakuru National Park (RAMSAR site)

	Grace Mumbi
	Kenya
	University of Nairobi Zoology Department
	Lake Naivasha (RAMSAR site)

	Joseph Ole Munge
	Kenya
	African Conservation Centre
	Shompole wetlands, Lake Natron

	Fred Omengo
	Kenya
	Kenya Wildlife Service
	Lake Jipe

	Anu Onafuwa
	Nigeria
	Nigerian Conservation Foundation
	Hadejia-Nguru Wetlands (RAMSAR site)

	Tlhokomelo Phuthego
	Botswana
	NCSA Okavango Delta Management Plan Project
	Okavango Delta (RAMSAR site)

	Juliette Velosoa
	Madagascar
	Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust
	Manambolomaty and Alaotra Wetlands (RAMSAR sites)


Table 1 – The 12 Earthwatch Fellows

The 12 Fellows were set the objective of answering the simple question: “does Lake Elmenteita meet the RAMSAR criteria?”  The lake is currently the only one of a five saline and freshwater lakes in Kenya’s Rift Valley north of Nairobi that has not yet been designated as a RAMSAR site. Members of the team received professional training in the process of undertaking a baseline ecological survey of the lake and its environs to provide the raw data needed to answer this question.

The team was led by Earthwatch scientists Dr David and Maureen Harper from the University of Leicester, Dr Chris Tuite from the University of Bristol, Dr David Agassiz from The Natural History Museum (London) and National Museums of Kenya (Entomology) and Timothy Mwinami and Henry Ndithia from the National Museums of Kenya (Ornithology). 

2. Research

The team spent 12 days gathering the data required to help inform relevant decision-makers as to the value of Lake Elmenteita against the RAMSAR criteria.  Research was divided into four key areas: limnology, flamingos, ornithology, and lepidoptera.  By recording the chemical and microbiologial make-up of the water, establishing the number of flamingos, and surveying the diversity of bird and acacia-dwelling moth species the team was able to put together a picture of the ecological value of Lake Elmenteita and how the lake and its environs differ from that of others in the Rift Valley.
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Figure 1 – Dr David Harper (PI) leading discussions

3. Training

The project provided the opportunity for young conservationists working at RAMSAR sites across western, eastern and southern Africa to come together to exchange their experiences of designating RAMSAR sites and developing and implementing management plans to promote their sustainable use.  The team received a formal presentation from each Fellow about the threats facing RAMSAR sites in their own country and what approach is being taken to manage these threats.  The research team also received a number of formal presentations and lectures from staff and from visiting professionals involved in the conservation of wetlands in Kenya.  These included the Head Wardens from Lake Bogoria National Reserve and Lake Nakuru National Park and representatives for the Lake Naivasha Riparian Association and Elsamere Conservation Centre.

Facilitated discussion sessions held as a result of these presentations, highlighted recurring challenges at many RAMSAR sites in Africa that are a cause for concern and future action, including catchment management, community involvement and education and on-the-ground implementation of management plans.  Fellows also received training on the technical and personal skills of how to deliver presentations about existing or potential RAMSAR sites in a clear and coherent fashion and to how to explain scientific findings to guide policy and inform decision-makers.
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4. RAMSAR Criteria

The research carried out by the Earthwatch African Fellows team found that Lake Elmenteita met 6 out of the 8 criteria for RAMSAR designation (Table 2). 

	RAMSAR Criteria
	Does Elmenteita meet this criteria?
	How Elmenteita meets the criteria

	1. A wetland should be considered internationally important if it contains a representative, rare of unique example of a natural or near natural wetland type found within the appropriate biogeographical region.
	(
	The lake is representative of a natural saline wetland type (Type Q)

	2. A wetland should be considered internationally important if it supports vulnerable, endangered or critically endangered species or threatened ecological communities.
	(
	The lake is an important habitat for the threatened lesser flamingo (Phoenicopterus minor) and regionally threatened grey-crested helmet shrike (Prionops poliolophus).
The sanctuary surrounding the lake supports the endangered Rothschild giraffe (Giraffa camelopardalis rothschildi) and black and white colobus monkey (Colobus guereza).

	3. A wetland should be considered internationally important if it supports populations of plant or animal species important for maintaining the biological diversity of a particular biogeographic region.
	(
	The lake supports a high avifauna diversity (over 170 species recorded in 12 days) and has diverse mammal, reptile, amphibian and invertebrate species.  

The lake contains a significant proportion of species (e.g. lesser flamingo) adapted to saline conditions.

	4. A wetland should be considered internationally important if it supports plant or animal species at a critical stage in their life cycles, or provides refuge during adverse conditions.
	(
	The lake is the only breeding site for the great white pelican (Pelecanus onocrotalus) in East Africa.

The lake is a critical source of food (benthic diatoms) for the lesser flamingo, particularly when food at Lake Nakuru (spirulina) is not available.

The lake supports other wildlife by providing a sanctuary of relatively pristine acacia forest compared with surrounding habitats that have been extensively damaged or degraded.

	5. A wetland should be considered internationally important if it regularly supports 20,000 or more waterbirds.
	(
	The lake regularly supports over 20,000 lesser flamingos.



	6. A wetland should be considered internationally important if it regularly supports 1% of the individuals in a population of one species or subspecies of waterbirds.
	(
	The lake regularly supports over 1% of the total global population of lesser flamingos.

	7. A wetland should be considered internationally important if it supports a significant proportion of indigenous fish subspecies, species or families.
	(
	As it is a saline lake, Elmenteita supports very few fish species and does not meet this criteria.

	8. A wetland should be considered internationally important if it is an important source of food for fishes, spawning ground, nursery and/or migration path on which fish stocks, either within the wetland or elsewhere, depend.
	(
	Lake Elmenteita is not an important source of food for fishes or a nursery/spawning ground for fish stocks, and hence does not meet this criteria.


Table 2  – Evaluation of Lake Elmenteita against the RAMSAR criteria

On the final day of the team, the Fellows gave a formal presentation to Anderson Koyo, Kenya’s RAMSAR representative from Kenya Wildlife Service (the designated signatory body to the convention for Kenya), who was accompanied by Mr Robert Ndeti, from his office.  This presentation outlined the findings of the research team and recommended that a submission to RAMSAR be prepared for Lake Elmenteita to be designated as a wetland of international importance.  This presentation was well received and the team ended with an announcement from Anderson Koyo that this research strengthened previous monitoring undertaken by Kenya Wildlife Service. He left with the team a copy of a draft submission for Elmenteita as a Ramsar site that Kenya will make in the near future.

5. Outcomes

The outcomes of the Achieving Sustainable Lakes Earthwatch team were:

· 12 young conservationists from 7 African nations exchanged experiences of RAMSAR sites in Africa;

· Fellows learnt scientific research techniques replicable at their own sites to monitor chemical composition, algal diversity and biomass;

· Fellows gained experience of carrying out a baseline survey of birds, moths and flamingos;

· Fellows gained experience of presenting their research to important decision-makers;

· Fellows gained from cultural and inter-personal exchange;

· Fellows gained a greater understanding of the RAMSAR Convention, in particular:

· The criteria for identifying wetlands of international importance

· The obligations of a signatory nation to the Convention

· How Kenya Wildlife Service have taken forward these obligations in Kenya as the designated institution for the implementation of the Convention;

· The designation of Lake Elmenteita as a RAMSAR site will be taken forward by Kenya Wildlife Service, using the results of the Earthwatch team’s research to supplement existing data.

6. Evaluation

All participants were asked to complete an evaluation form on their return, which gathered both quantitative and qualitative data on the project experience (Table 3)

	Aspect of Project
	Average Rating of Participants

1= very poor     2 = poor      3 = average   4 = good      5= excellent

	Field Training
	4.6

	Team Experience
	4.6

	Overall Experience
	4.6

	Networking
	4.7

	Ramsar Presentations
	4.6

	Cultural Exchange
	4.0

	Personal Development
	4.7

	Professional Development
	4.7

	Benefits to Institution
	4.7


Table 3.  Mean rating on questionnaire returns of the experiences

Qualitative feedback on the project experience included –

Networking:

‘I realised from other fellows’ presentations that, wetlands in Africa face almost the same threats. With exchange of ideas and concerted effort by all relevant institutions, the solutions to problems of one wetland can lead to the solution of several in other countries. Networking can help solve problems worldwide’.

‘Networking with other African Ramsar conservationists and also the scientists was an excellent opportunity to learn from other people’s views and experiences’.

Institutional Benefits:

‘My being part of the expedition will benefit the management of the Ramsar site [where I work] because I will plough back what I have learnt, thereby improving the good management of the site’.

‘I will be able to articulate the importance of Ramsar sites to stakeholders and the public in general’.

 ‘There is much to use from participating in the project. The exposure will definitely enhance the handling of future responsibilities as regards Ramsar site management in my country as I am given the opportunity’. 

Cultural Exchange:


‘I think that conservation can only benefit by different people working together and sharing expertise and experiences’. 

Personal Development:

‘The Earthwatch Fellowship has been valuable to my personal development. I have improves my skill of working with people of different backgrounds and attitude of listening to other peoples’ views’.

 ‘Confidence is one major skill I acquired especially on the item of water sampling and determining flamingo food, measuring the alkalinity and conductivity of water’. 

Professional Knowledge:

‘The issues of community involvement in resources management would be applied for my organisation’s work and we shall advocate for community management of natural resources with support from government instead of sole government management’. 

 ‘I would like to apply what I gain in working with communities. It is always difficult to deal with communities, to understand them and to work with them. But I have since learnt that you need to understand them, their way of dealing with things and what they appreciate before you give them your suggestions’. 
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Figure 3  Fellows examining water sample from Lake Elmenteita





Figure 2 Dr. Chris Tuite  and Fellows recording water clarity levels at Lake Bogoria
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