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We sat in the “lodge”, 
a huge tent which 
housed the dining 
room and sitting room, 

discussing with Sammy how Ol Kinyei 
Conservancy came to be. 

Sammy is a Maasai and chief warden for 
the conservancy located near the border 

of the Masai Mara National Reserve, 
best known for scenes on the Discovery 
Channel of wildebeest by the thousands 
migrating to the Mara’s vast grass plains, 
but first having to swim the Mara River 
filled with crocodiles. 

As we talked, impala, baboons, 
warthogs, and giraffe grazed peacefully in 

Sammy’s 
Suzuki

our wilderness view.  Sammy explained his 
motivation for helping to create the Ol 
Kinyei Conservancy. It wasn’t his oversized 
uniform which he wore proudly or the 
pay which allowed him to purchase more 
cattle, the store of wealth for Maasai; 
it was the prospect of having a Suzuki 
motorcycle to patrol the land. 

Game veiwing
Having seen what a neighbouring 

group was accomplishing by leasing 
some of its grazing land for game viewing, 
Sampson was ready for his maiden voyage 
as an environmental entrepreneur. 

Sammy’s teammate is Jake Grieves-
Cook, an entrepreneur with tourism 
experience in Kenya whose company 
is Porini Camps.  Their idea was to set 
aside 8,500 acres out of a total of 200,000 
acres being grazed by Maasai cattle and 
to build a wilderness “tented camp” to 
accommodate guests. Achieving their 
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vision, however, required more than just 
throwing up some tents, providing guides, 
and serving food. 

They had to attract wildlife to the land 
and that required removing the livestock, 
which are a way of life for the Maasai. As 
a village elder later explained, they believe 
that god gave them the livestock and the 
land, and, on the heels of a major drought, 
god had also taken thousands of livestock 
from them. 

Culture
Sammy’s first challenge was to 

convince the elders of several villages that 
setting aside a small percentage of the 
total was a way to diversify their portfolio. 
Needless to say in their culture, he faced 
an uphill battle. 

Jake’s entrepreneurial talents laid the 
foundation for convincing the elders that 
they could “do good while doing well”. 
His proposal was to pay a fixed fee per 
acre plus a percentage of the tourism 
revenues in return for the communities’ 
commitment to keep livestock off the 
conservancy. In this way the Maasai would 
get some certain income and have an 
incentive to meet their side of the bargain 
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convincing the elders that they 
could “do good while doing well”   
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because tourists don’t come to see cows 
grazing. 

It took Sammy nine months of meetings 
with the elders to convince them that 
this was worth a try, but ultimately he got 
his motorcycle. Initially, the elders agreed 
to stop grazing 8,500 acres in the Maasai 
ecosystem near the Mara National Reserve. 

One need only step off the plane at 
the Mara Siana Springs dirt airstrip and 
drive a few miles to see the spectacular 
results. Initially, the route is dotted with 
cattle, sheep, and goats, each group herded 
by a Maasai cloaked in his traditional red-
checked shuka. There are no fences so it is 
these herders who must ensure that the 
livestock does not venture into Ol Kinyei 
Conservancy. 

Overgrazing
An occasional village consisting of 

huts plastered with cattle dung and a 
kraal (or corral) made of thorn bush 
attest to a way of life that has existed for 
centuries (see http://www.kent.k12.wa.us/
staff/DarleneBishop/kenya/masai/masai.
html). Because of the recent drought 
the land is punctuated with skeletons of 
dead livestock. Rains have brought back 
the grass, but overgrazing is still obvious. 
Initially, the drive is disappointing to the 
tourist coming to view wildlife because 
there are none, nada, zilch.

After a little bouncing on two-track 
dusty roads, your four-wheel-drive, open-
air touring vehicle comes to a wooden, 
hand-painted sign—Porini Camp—and 
the road deteriorates even more. The 
driver and guide stop the vehicle at a 
stream crossing that is washed out by 
the rains. Across the gap spanned by a 
suspension bridge is a similar vehicle ready 
to take you to the camp. 

Immediately two things are obvious—
the grass is tall and wildlife abound. Impala 
and gazelle with long, graceful horns run 
in herds of 10 to 20; giraffe tower above 
the mopani trees sometimes in groups as 
large as 20; gangly topi kick and run off in 
all directions; and Cape buffalo show their 
menacing presence looking at you because 
there are none, nada, zilch, as Africa author 
Robert Ruark described them. 

Trained guides take you on game drives 
where it is common to see four of the ‘Big 
Five’—Cape buffalo, elephant, leopard, and 
lion (only missing rhino) and all of the ‘little 
five’—buffalo weaver birds, elephant shrew, 
leopard tortoise, lion ant, and rhino beetles. 

At the end of an afternoon game 
drive, the guides stop in the perfect spot, 
set up a table and chairs, break out the 
refreshments, and offer you a chance to 
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take in the spectacular African sunset 
while letting the entire experience soak in. 

The camp itself is ‘tented’, but the 
tents are far from the back-pack tents 
found in outdoor catalogues. Six 15x30 
feet, two-room tents built on platforms 
with toilet and shower in the rear and a 
lanai on the front facing the ‘hippo pool’ 
accommodate up to three people each. 

A crew of 18 Maasai men (the women 
remain in the village to care for their homes 
and children) cook, serve meals, do laundry, 
sing and dance around the campfire, and 
guard the tents, an important job in a place 
where the silence of the night is broken by 
hippos grunting and lions roaring and where 
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elephants can easily toss you into the air and 
then stomp you into the ground. 

A long drive but not far in distance from 
Mara Porini Camp is Porini Lion Camp, on 
Olare Orok Conservancy, also leased from 

the Maasai. Again Jake Grieves-
Cook pays the Maasai a 

fixed fee for not grazing 
the land and a share of 
revenues from tourists. 
Porini Lion Camp 
has even fancier 
tents and more 

spectacular wildlife 
viewing because it 

actually borders the Mara 
National Reserve. There you 

might see a lioness nursing her cubs or a lion 
pair mating, a cheetah with cubs feeding on 
a fresh gazelle kill, and elephants with tusks 
weighing 80 pounds each. With no fence 
to separate the two, sighting rhino is even a 
possibility. 

Because Olare Orok is 20,000 acres, there 
are two camps (one owned by another 
company) on the conservancy, but still 
there is a sense of wilderness. Unlike the 
Mara National Reserve, where white mini-
vans swarm like ants on the plains and flock 
to a lion, leopard, or cheetah sighting, game 
viewers on Olare Orok are treated to a 
private show. 

These examples of private conservation 
show the importance of entrepreneurship 

and property rights. People such as Sammy 
and Jake have visions stimulated by rewards, 
in Sammy’s case the Suzuki motorcycle and 
in Jake’s profits. 

Overcoming the Maasai resistance 
to not graze the land required innovative 
contracting on the part of the entrepreneurs. 
Though the land is mostly held communally, 
the rewards are sufficient to entice leaders to 
add to the conservancies. Indeed, Olkenyei 
has grown from 8,500 acres to 10,000 acres in 
two years.

Prospects
 Jake estimates that it takes about 700 

acres per tent so this growth has him 
considering a second camp on Olkenyei 
with the prospect of more profits for him 
and more revenue for the Maasai. Secure 
property rights ensure that other tourists 
will not invade the space and keep the 
experience as pristine as possible. Granted 
the camps are expensive, but who says that 
saving the environment is cheap.

And in Kenya where per capita 
income is $1,600, sustainable conservation 
depends on rewarding the people who 
must live with the wildlife and bear 
the cost of providing the habitat. On 
Olkenyei and Olare Orok Conservancies, 
entrepreneurship and ownership are 
proving the old Western rancher adage, “if it 
pays, it stays”. 

 
Overcoming 
the Maasai 
resistance to 
not graze the 
land required 
innovative 
contracting on 
the part of the 
entrepreneurs”   
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