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Tanzania’s conservation concerns do not excuse violations of Maasai rights

Biodiversity preservation in conservation areas does not require the forced relocation of Indigenous communities.

By Oryem Nyeko and Juliana Nnoko

Senior Africa researcher, Human Rights Watch. Senior women's rights researcher, Human Rights Watch.
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relocate their community. O

“Our grandfathers left Serengeti for conservation,” a local councillor said. “Our fathers lived inside the Ngorongoro
Crater and they were removed from there, too. We worry about moving again. We want to have a stable life.”
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The Ngorongoro Conservation Area feels like a place outside of time with its lush and otherworldly Ngorongoro Crater,
and Maasai boma — traditional homesteads — scattered along winding roads and tucked into hillsides. The conservation
area is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and has prehistoric footprints of early upright walking humans as well as a rich
mixture of wildlife roaming in and outside the crater. Indigenous Maasai have lived there for generations, but
Tanzania’s government has plans to change that, flagging the increase of people and livestock within the area as a con-
servation concern.

Since 2021, the government has moved and resettled hundreds of people from the conservation area in northern
Tanzania to Msomera, a village near the country’s eastern coast. The government claims the relocations are voluntary
and touts the measure as promoting conservation.

Human Rights Watch research, conducted since 2022, however, found that the relocations are far from voluntary and
that the government has undermined the rights of Maasai residents from both the conservation area and Msomera, in-
cluding rights to education, healthcare and to preserving their culture.

https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2024/8/9/tanzanias-conservation-concerns-do-not-excuse-violations-of-maasai-rights?utm_source=chatgpt.com 2/8


https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/11/15/thousands-march-on-new-zealand-capital-against-indigenous-treaty-overhaul
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/longform/2025/2/7/denying-our-truth-fighting-residential-school-denialism-in-canada
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/2/27/new-zealand-moves-to-abolish-maori-health-authority-despite-protests
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/5/5/indigenous-leaders-demand-apology-reparations-from-king-charles
https://privacy.aljazeera.net/cookie/
https://privacy.aljazeera.net/cookie/
https://privacy.aljazeera.net/cookie/
https://privacy.aljazeera.net/cookie/
https://privacy.aljazeera.net/cookie/
https://privacy.aljazeera.net/cookie/
https://privacy.aljazeera.net/cookie/
https://privacy.aljazeera.net/cookie/

9/25/25, 1:41 PM Tanzania’s conservation concerns do not excuse violations of Maasai rights | Indigenous Rights | Al Jazeera

The government has used several tactics to push residents out of their homes.

For example, it has systematically reduced the availability of adequate education and health services, which were al-
ready fewer and of poorer quality than elsewhere in the country.

In 2022, it downgraded Endulen Hospital to a mere dispensary. The 110-bed hospital managed by the Catholic Church
since 1965 was the only hospital providing comprehensive medical services in the area. Now it has such a serious short-
age of medicines that staff dole out pain and fever relievers for every ailment, residents and staff told us.

The government has refused to release funds or issue permits to improve and renovate schools in the area, many of
which have old and dilapidated buildings, overflowing latrines and not enough desks.

The authorities have also restricted movement in and out of the conservation zone, arbitrarily requiring residents to
show various types of identification to enter the area. They have restricted residents, who depend primarily on herding
livestock for their income, from grazing animals in specific areas and also blocked their access to important cultural
and traditional sites. Government rangers indiscriminately attack, beat and harass residents who don’t comply. The au-
thorities have denied entry to nongovernmental organisations or followed and monitored their representatives in the
area, effectively blocking them from supporting the affected communities.
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Despite government claims the relocations are voluntary, officials have not sought the free, prior and informed consent
of Indigenous communities as required under international human rights law. Residents said the government did not
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Ultimately the government decided where people would be relocated to, and built houses without any input from af-
fected communities. In Msomera, the government has provided each relocated family with a three-room house and
about two to five acres (0.8 to 2 hectares) of land to farm, in addition to constructing and renovating roads, a primary
school, dispensary, postal service, police post, water supply system, electricity, and a cellular network to service the

area.

Advertisement

But the houses do not reflect the needs or complexities of Maasai families, which traditionally are large, polygamous,
multigenerational and multihousehold.

The government not only failed to consult with the Maasai people already living in Msomera about its plans to resettle
other people there, but displaced several families, labelling them “trespassers” and “squatters” and threatened them
with arrest and eviction if they protested or talked to the media. The overlapping claims over the limited land by the ex-
isting residents and the newly resettled ones have resulted in tensions and clashes between the two communities. “The
relationship with the people from Ngorongoro is so bad,” a Msomera man said. “They take our places, our farms, our
homes.”
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Even if the government’s concerns about land use pressures on the biodiversity of the conservation area are valid, ad-
dressing them should not justify human rights abuses. The government should instead engage with these communities
to devise rights-respecting solutions for the preservation of their traditional livelihoods instead of continually uproot-

ing them from their homes.

The views expressed in this article are the authors’ own and do not necessarily reflect Al Jazeera’s

editorial stance.

Oryem Nyeko
Senior Africa researcher, Human Rights Watch

Juliana Nnoko
S5 Senior women's rights researcher, Human Rights Watch.
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