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Abstract   A multi-dimensional, locally grounded conceptualisation of hu-

man wellbeing provides a way to understand the complexity of people’s 

lives, incentives and aspirations with the potential to inform socially just 

conservation interventions that have local legitimacy. Based on semi-struc-

tured group interviews and a survey at the household level, we discuss how 

wellbeing is conceptualized among the Maasai of Simanjiro, how this dif-

fers between social groups, and how social aspirations have implications 

for conservation interventions in the ecosystem. We highlight how com-

munal grazing land which aligns with conservation priorities is of para-

mount importance, but agriculture is also central to people’s lives and 

there is a growing emphasis by younger men on securing private land. So-

cial unity also constitutes wellbeing, but is jeopardized by land disputes 

and party politics, and is tied up with mistrust of external actors rooted in a 

history of land and resource alienation. Land insecurity is viewed as a 

threat to wellbeing, and partly drives the conversion of land to agriculture 

as well as other aspirations such as education. The findings suggest that fu-

ture interventions will need to increase land security, work to establish 
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trust in conservation processes and institutions, and provide equitable al-

ternatives to agriculture to meet subsistence needs. 

Introduction 

There is increasing acknowledgement in the conservation literature that 

narrow economic indicators are inadequate for describing poverty and hu-

man wellbeing, failing to capture local priorities and the varied ways that 

local lives may be impacted by interventions (Loveridge et al. 2020; 

Woodhouse et al. 2017). Ecologically relevant practices are motivated by 

not only improved income and livelihoods, but a broad range of values 

such as identity, social relationships, and a sense of fairness (Coulthard et 

al. 2011; Chaigneau and Brown 2016). A conservation project that is de-

signed to reduce poverty may be successful in achieving that goal, but can 

also result in increased social stratification and conflict within local com-

munities (West 2006; Gurney et al. 2014). Instead, more inclusive alterna-

tive approaches are being explored that capture multiple dimensions of a 

good life, with the aim of improving the design and evaluation of conser-

vation to better meet ecological and social goals (Woodhouse et al. 2015). 

Taking a more holistic approach through the lens of multi-dimensional 

wellbeing has the potential to improve social justice, as well as the local 

legitimacy of conservation, and ultimately its success. Adopting a wellbe-

ing approach presents challenges in defining, understanding, and measur-

ing wellbeing in a way that is relevant to external policy-makers, practi-

tioners, and local communities. There is, however, a growing recognition 

that understanding wellbeing for conservation must be grounded in locally 

relevant conceptions even within a broadly comparable universal frame-

work (Woodhouse et al. 2017). In this chapter we discuss how wellbeing is 

conceptualized among the Maasai of northern Tanzania, how this differs 

among men and women, and how social aspirations have implications for 

wildlife migrating out of Tarangire National Park (TNP) and conservation 

interventions in the dispersal area in Simanjiro, a key wet season range for 

wildlife species in the Tarangire ecosystem (Kahurananga and Silkilu-

washa 1997). Although some of the results of this study have been previ-

ously published (Woodhouse and McCabe 2018), we are incorporating un-

published materials here including quantitative data and a synthesis of our 

learning about Maasai wellbeing from previous and ongoing research pro-

jects on risk and livelihoods. 
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Wellbeing 

Although there are a number of definitions of wellbeing, the one we used 

in our research is based on the framework developed by the Wellbeing in 

Developing Counties project based at the University of Bath. Here wellbe-

ing is defined as: “the state of being with others, which arises where hu-

man needs are met, where one can act meaningfully to pursue one’s goals, 

and where one can enjoy a satisfactory quality of life” (McGregor 2007). 

McGregor and Summer (2010) identified three interacting dimensions of 

wellbeing: (1) the objective material circumstances of a person; (2) a per-

son’s subjective evaluation of his or her life; and (3) a relational compo-

nent based on how individuals interact with each other to meet their own 

goals and needs. What is different about a wellbeing approach, and what 

makes it difficult to put into use for policy and practice is that each com-

munity is different, and each community is not a homogenous group of 

people but may be split along ethnic, political, wealth, religious, gendered 

or other lines (see Agrawal and Gibson 1999). This means that one cannot 

rely on a predefined set of categories or indicators as communities will dif-

fer in their conceptualization of wellbeing, and segments of the community 

may also differentially conceptualize what wellbeing means to them (Daw 

et al. 2011). 

Maasai social organization and the diversification of livelihoods 

There is a rich body of literature concerning the Maasai, and here we pre-

sent a brief overview to help the reader contextualize this study. Although 

the commonly depicted image of many African pastoral people emphasizes 

mobility and an almost exclusive dependence on livestock for subsistence, 

this romanticized depiction does not represent the complexity of pastoral 

livelihoods today or even in the past (Homewood 2008). This is especially 

true for the Maasai, whose image of brave warriors driving herds of cattle 

though the dust appears on billboards, in movies and on television shows 

and is shown throughout the world. 

The Maasai occupy approximately 150,000 sq. km spanning Tanzania and 

Kenya. The Maasai population in Tanzania tends to be less economically 

developed than that in Kenya, primarily due to government policies, espe-

cially with respect to land tenure. While land in Tanzania remains as prop-

erty of the state, with management rights devolving to the village, in 
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Kenya land is privatized and households have title deeds and the rights to 

buy and sell property. 

Maasai social organization is based on three articulated institutions: fam-

ily, territory, and the age grade/age set system. Households are generally 

polygamous with each married woman having her own household or en-

kaji. A man and his wives, children, and dependents form the next organi-

zational unit called the olmarei; this is the basic family unit and is respon-

sible for the management of livestock. A number of olmarei may live 

together forming the enkang, but it is increasingly common to find an 

enkang consisting of a single olmarie (McCabe et al 2010). All Maasai 

men are members of a clan, in which members help each other in times of 

stress. All men also pass through a set of age grades from boy, warrior, 

junior elder, elder, and retired elder. During the warrior age set young men 

forge a corporate identity, have a leadership structure, and adopt an age set 

name. The age set acts as a self-help institution and members of a particu-

lar age set have responsibilities to each other and will redistribute livestock 

to poor families if needed. 

The largest territorial unit is the olosho, in which all members of the 

olosho have access to grazing resources. In general, livestock movements 

are confined to the olosho but in times of drought olosho boundaries may 

be crossed with permission. Within the olosho are smaller units in which 

local communities have defined wet and dry season grazing areas. Both 

wet and dry season grazing areas are opened and closed seasonally, and ac-

cording to climatic conditions. Traditional enforcement of rules governing 

who can use grazing resources and when dry season areas are opened was 

the responsibility of spiritual leaders or laibons. Those trespassing into re-

stricted areas would be cursed and removed. This traditional system has 

now been replaced by a livestock management system governed at the vil-

lage level (see below). Some water resources are open to all, but wells, and 

some streams, are owned by clans. 

Previous research has demonstrated that Maasai in Tanzania began to 

adopt cultivation beginning in the 1950s (O’Malley 2002), and that culti-

vation became widespread among Maasai communities in northern Tanza-

nia during the 1970s and 1980s (McCabe et al. 2010). The process began 

with planting small gardens which expanded into farms over time. The 

most commonly grown crops were maize and beans in farms and vegeta-

bles in home gardens. The plots were small, and fields were plowed pri-

marily by hand, although in certain areas ox plows were used to till the 

land. The Maasai have traditionally incorporated grain in their diet, and it 

has been argued that wealthier people adopted cultivation to avoid selling 
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livestock to buy grain and poorer people were pushed into agriculture be-

cause their livestock holdings were too small to provide enough food 

(McCabe et al. 2010). 

The Tanzanian villagization program of the 1960s and 1970s encouraged 

people to settle in defined villages but this was not as successful in Maa-

sailand as in other parts of the country. Nevertheless, mobility began to de-

crease, and the population increased exponentially. Schools, health clinics, 

small shops, and churches were built in village centers, but village bounda-

ries did not inhibit the movement of people and livestock (Homewood and 

Rodgers 1991). As the human population grew, villages divided into sub-

villages. With the expansion of cultivation and a decrease in mobility vil-

lage leaders felt pressure to allocate individual plots to households. This 

process began in the 1980s and continues today. Plots were generally small 

consisting of one or two acres, but as we discuss below land allocations in 

Simanjiro – our study site – were larger than in other parts of Maasailand.  

During the 1980s many young men, seeking to make money to purchase 

livestock, began to migrate into urban areas to find jobs, primarily as 

watchmen. Wages were very low and often no shelter was provided, yet 

young men continued to migrate. Some were able to buy enough livestock 

to serve as a basis for an independent household, but most young men only 

made enough money to survive (McCabe et al. 2014). It has been argued 

that, despite this lack of success, migration of young men away from Maa-

sailand is transforming into a rite of passage, similar to that of young men 

guarding cattle in remote areas during the dry season (McCabe et al. 

2014). 

The Village Land Act of 1999 established the village administration au-

thority to manage village land and resources. This act was seen as a critical 

juncture in shifting the responsibility of rule enforcement related to live-

stock management from the laibons to the village government. This coin-

cided with a weakening of the authority of laibons and the expansion of 

Christianity (McCabe et al. 2020). Village government consists of a village 

assembly that includes all members of the village over the age of 18. The 

village assembly elects a chairperson (mwenyekiti), secretary (katibu), and 

treasurer (mweka hazina), while the village executive officer (mtendaji) is 

appointed by the District. Villages are divided into sub-villages, each of 

which has a chairperson and secretary. A village council, consisting of the 

chairperson, sub-village chairpersons, and elected members (which must 

include women) is the governing body of the village. Within the village 

council a series of small committees are formed to deal with legislation 

that may include how livestock and water are managed. The livestock 

committee is responsible for defining and enforcing rules concerning the 
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opening and closing of wet and dry season grazing areas, and if and when 

outsiders will be allowed to use village resources (McCabe et al. 2020). 

Simanjiro Case Study 

The population of Simanjiro District is primarily Kisongo Maasai who 

now engage in a set of diversified livelihoods, incorporating cultivation, 

migration to urban areas for wage labor, and acting as middlemen in the 

Tanzanite trade, along with their traditional economic and social emphasis 

on the raising of livestock (Fig. 4.1). Cultivation among Maasai communi-

ties in Simanjiro followed a very different process of adoption than Maasai 

communities in other areas of northern Tanzania. Beginning in the 1980s 

people began to cultivate in Simanjiro but not by using handheld hoes in 

small plots; rather, the use of tractors and ox-plows were common, and the 

cultivated plots were large, often averaging 10 or more acres. 

Although individuals are not allowed to sell these allocations, it is not un-

common to see large plots of land “leased” to outside interests for com-

mercial agriculture. The regional government declared a moratorium on 

new farms on the Simanjiro plains in 2006, fuelling fears among local peo-

ple that they would lose land (Davis 2011). Alongside processes of land al-

location, village administrations have developed land-use plans often sup-

ported by NGOs, to specify areas for cultivation, herding, and sometimes 

conservation. Just as the process of adopting cultivation was different in 

Simanjiro than in other places in Maasailand, the pattern of rural-urban mi-

gration is also unique with implications for the social-ecological system. 

The gemstone Tanzanite was discovered in the hills behind Kilimanjaro 

airport in 1967, close to the town of Mererani. In Simanjiro, like in the rest 

of Maasailand, young men were migrating to urban areas during the 1980s, 

but the lack of success and the danger inherent in guarding influenced el-

ders to encourage young men to migrate to Mererani rather than to urban 

areas, where they learned to evaluate gemstones and began to buy and sell 

Tanzanite (Smith 2012; McCabe et al. 2014). Although there were men 

from other parts of Tanzania engaged in the gemstone business, men from 

Simanjiro began to dominate as middlemen buying gemstones and selling 

them to local brokers and brokers in the city of Arusha. Unlike those who 

migrated to seek wage labor, many men engaged in the Tanzanite trade be-

came wealthy. With this newfound wealth many built modern houses and 

purchased land and tractors. This resulted in the acceleration of land being 

converted from rangeland to cultivated land, a process which is continuing 

today. 



7 

Finally, following a severe drought in 2008 and 2009, in which tens of 

thousands of cattle from the border areas in northern Tanzania and south-

ern Kenya migrated into the rangelands of Simanjiro, many villages in 

Simanjiro began to redefine access to resources to outsiders. The process 

was different among villages but the common theme was that informal in-

stitutions based around a common ethnic identity that facilitated access to 

village land to outsiders during times of stress transitioned to formal vil-

lage-based institutions limiting access to village lands and strengthening 

village boundaries (McCabe et al. 2020). 

Research for the wellbeing study took place in four villages located to the 

east of Tarangire National Park (TNP). Two villages, Emboreet and Lobor 

Soit border the park, while the other villages, Sukuro and Terrat, are lo-

cated 40 and 45 kilometers east of the park boundary. Prior to the estab-

lishment of TNP Maasai moved with their livestock, especially small 

stock, west to utilize the water and forage resources in what is now the 

park during dry seasons and times of drought  (Fig. 4.1). 

Fig. 4.1 Map of the study area showing focal communities in relation to Tarangire National Park 

 

Simanjiro District as well as TNP are located within the Tarangire Ecosys-

tem which is considered one of the most biodiversity rich ecosystems in 

Africa (Olson and Dinerstein 1998). TNP is famous for its large population 
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of elephants and the migration of ungulates that is second only to the 

Serengeti-Ngorongoro ecosystem in the size of the annual migration 

(Bond et al. Chap. 8; Foley and Foley Chap. 10). The Tarangire River and 

the swamps are among the only permanent sources of water in this semi-

arid landscape. TNP is a dry season refuge, and many of the animals mi-

grate out of the park in the wet season and back into the park as the dry 

season progresses. The major migration routes lead eastward to the Siman-

jiro plains and north to the plains located just south of Lake Natron (Lohay 

et al. Chap.12). The soils in the Simanjiro plains are rich in phosphorus 

which is important to eastern white-bearded wildebeests (Connochaetes 

taurinus albojubatus) and plains zebras (Equus quagga) during the calving 

season (Kahurananga and Silkiluwasha 1997). The Simanjiro area is con-

sidered vital to maintaining the wildlife populations of TNP but is also an 

area without any formal protected status. It has thus been the focus of con-

tention between wildlife conservationists, human rights advocates, and the 

Maasai. 

There have been numerous efforts to confer some type of protected status 

to the Simanjiro plains, probably the most famous of which was Markus 

Borner’s call for parts of Simanjiro to be managed in a similar fashion to 

the Ngorongoro Conservation Area (Borner 1985), and the latest being a 

recent attempt to establish a Wildlife Management Area by the govern-

ment and promoted by the African Wildlife Foundation , but these efforts 

have all been opposed by many Maasai living in Simanjiro (Benjaminsen 

et al. 2013). 

One exception to this was the establishment of the Simanjiro Conservation 

Easement in the village of Terrat in 2006. A number of conservation 

NGOs, tour operators, and lodge owners agreed to contribute approxi-

mately $4,500 per year to the village government in exchange for setting 

aside a section of the plains within the village boundaries (Nelson et al. 

2010). The Easement prohibits cultivation and permanent settlement but 

allows the area to be used for livestock grazing. In 2010 the village of 

Sukuro also joined the Easement. This attempt to set aside an area for 

wildlife, especially during the calving season, has been successful to a 

large extent due to the transparency of the process of distributing funds 

and maintaining an open area for livestock. However, based on conversa-

tions we had with villagers in Terrat, there are factions within the Terrat 

village government that are challenging the Easement’s continuation, and 

its future remains uncertain. 
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Methods 

We conducted 26 semi-structured group interviews with groups of men 

and women between January and August 2014. A qualitative approach 

which is flexible and open to unexpected findings, was appropriate to un-

derstanding the nuances of local conceptions of wellbeing as well as the 

historical, political, and cultural issues shaping these ideas (Woodhouse et 

al. 2017). These interviews were centered around a series of questions but 

allowed flexibility in following up answers with further questions and 

themes that emerged to be explored further in subsequent interviews. Due 

to the challenges of recruiting participants randomly in a dispersed popula-

tion, we used local contacts to access participants and to include different 

age sets, sub-villages, and wealth categories. Because participants were not 

randomly selected, results cannot be extrapolated to the community as a 

whole. Validity of the data was supported by establishing trust through 

long-term fieldwork, sampling a range of people, using culturally appropri-

ate forms of communication (group meetings), and trained and experi-

enced field assistants. In total 76 men were interviewed in 14 groups, and 

72 women in 12 groups. McCabe was primarily responsible for the inter-

views conducted with men and Woodhouse primarily responsible for inter-

views conducted among the women. Both McCabe and Woodhouse were 

aided by male and female Maasai assistants. 

As mentioned above, one of the principal organizing features among the 

Maasai is the age-set system, in which men pass through a series of stages 

from boys, warriors, junior elders, senior elders, and retired elders. There 

is some overlap between the closing of one age set and the opening of an-

other and in the context of this research the age sets represented were Esuri 

(estimated age 59‒78), Makaa (48‒60), Landess (37‒50), and Korianga 

(21‒35). The newest age set Nyangulo had just been opened at the time of 

the research and was not included in the interviews. Women do not go 

through the structured age system as the men but are identified as Endoyie 

(unmarried girls), Siangiki (married with a few children, approximately 

20‒32 years old), Endasati (married women between 33‒49 years of age), 

and Koko (women beyond reproductive years). Women of each status were 

also included in the interviews.  

One of the first challenges was trying to translate the concept of wellbeing 

into Maa. Early attempts based on what we called a “good life” often pro-

duced a wish list that was more aspirational than realistic. We settled on 

translating a “normal life” (engishui e kawaida), which seemed to capture 

the wellbeing concept fairly well. Group interviews were guided by the 

following key questions: 
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• What is important for you to feel that you have a normal life? 

• Why is this important? 

• How has this aspect of your life changed over the last 10 years? 

• Why has it changed? 

• Are the changes the same for everyone in the village? 

• What threats do you see for the continuation of this aspect of your 

life? 

Insights gained from the qualitative data into locally meaningful concepts 

of wellbeing informed the design of a survey to further understand patterns 

of wellbeing and perceived changes through time. The survey sample 

(n = 149), carried out in 2015 after the group interviews were analyzed, 

and was structured to capture variation in household wealth, sub-village lo-

cation (i.e., near and far from the village center), and age of the household 

head, a sample which is part of an ongoing study of land use in the region 

(McCabe et al. 2014; Baird et al. 2009). We also surveyed 148 women 

(wives of household heads) within these households. The surveys were pi-

loted and then conducted by a trained team of Maasai field researchers. 

Descriptive statistics from a preliminary analysis of these data are pre-

sented here.  

 

Data analysis of transcripts and notes from the group interviews was 

guided by the three dimensions of wellbeing but was inductive in that the 

specific components of wellbeing and the reasons given for their im-

portance emerged from the data through coding carried out by Woodhouse. 

We tested emerging ideas iteratively, inspecting for recurring instances 

and differences to ensure comprehensive treatment of the data set (Silver-

man 2006). The analysis presented here also draws upon ongoing ethno-

graphic fieldwork including participant observation and informal conversa-

tions focused on livelihoods and land use carried out over the last 16 years 

in the study villages by McCabe.  

Results for the men 

Summaries of the results of the group interviews for percentage of Maasai 

men reporting on what components (structured in family, land, and live-

stock) are necessary for a “normal life” (engishui e kawaida). Percentages 

are broken down by age set [Korianga (estimated age: 21‒35 years; 

Landess (37‒50), Makaa (48‒60), Esuri (59‒78)] are presented in tables 

4.1 and 4.2. We are not including the following components in the tables 

as all respondents said that these were important to a normal life: livestock, 
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wives, children, cultivation, having one’s own land, and common grazing 

areas.  

Table 4.1 Components of a normal life for Maasai men of different age sets in Simanjiro: family, 
land, and livestock. Families were considered small if a man said two or one wife, medium if the 
man said 3 to 5 wives, and large if the man said that 6 or more wives were necessary for a nor-
mal life. Land allocations were considered small if they consisted of less than 10 acres; medium 
if the land allocation was between 11 and 30 acres, and large if the desired land allocation was 
more than 30 acres. Herds were considered small if cattle numbers were less than 30, medium 
if between 31 and 50 cattle, and large if the desired herd exceeded 50 cattle. The numbers in 
parentheses are the number of respondents. 

 Korianga 

(N=25) 

Landess 

(N=27) 

Makaa 

(N=9) 

Esuri 

(N=4) 

Small Family 36% (9) 44% (12) 22% (2) 0 

Medium family 8% (2) 15% (4) 67% (6) 0 

Large family 16% (4) 11% (3) 0 100% (4) 

Small land allocation 8% (2) 7% (2) 22& (2) 0 

Medium land alloca-

tion 

40% (10) 19% (5) 11% (1) 0 

Large land allocation 0 30% (8) 33% (3) 75% (3) 

Small herd 16% (4) 7% (2) 11% (1) 0 

Medium herd 8% (2) 30% (8) 0 0 

Large herd 20% (5) 37% (10) 44% (4) 50% (2) 

Improved breed 12% (3) 11% (3) 0 0 
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Table 4.2 Components of a normal life for Maasai men of different age sets in Simanjiro: infra-
structure and development 

 Korianga 

(N=25) 

Landess 

(N=27) 

Makaa 

(N=9) 

Esuri 

(N=4) 

Modern house 36% (9) 59% (16) 33% (3) 0 

Motor bike 44% (11) 0 0 0 

Services (transportation, 

shops, clinics etc.) 

16% (4) 52% (14) 0 0 

Development 24% (6) 7% (2) 0 0 

 

There were clear distinctions among the men according to age sets, but for 

all the men issues pertaining to land and livestock were paramount. Alt-

hough the Maasai practice diversified livelihood strategies, livestock – and 

in particular cattle – are not only a source of food and wealth but are inte-

gral to the Maasai sense of identity. Galaty points out the Maasai are “peo-

ple of the cattle” (Galaty 1982) and this certainly was evident among men 

from all age sets. Traditionally, wealth among the Maasai was measured 

by the number of livestock, the number of wives, and especially by the 

number of children a man had. The older men in this study reflected this 

conceptualization of what constitutes wealth. Based on discussions that 

McCabe had on other research projects with younger Maasai men in the 

Ngorongoro Conservation Area (McCabe et al. 1992; McCabe 2002), it 

was evident that within Maasai society there were now two different ideas 

about what constituted wealth. While an older man described himself as 

wealthy, some younger men viewed the same person as poor. Younger 

men would commonly say: yes, he (referring to the same older man) does 

have a lot of cattle, but if you divide the number of cattle he has by the 

number of wives and children, you can see that he is actually poor. Alt-

hough this sentiment was not explicitly expressed in this study, most 

young men (Landis and Korianga age sets) said that they wanted fewer 

cattle, fewer wives, and fewer children (Table 4.1). It is now considered 

normal to have two wives, each expected to have four or five children. 

Older men also felt that the zebu breed of cattle was fine, but for younger 

men cattle breeds such as Boran and Sahiwal were preferable. Both of 

these latter breeds are larger and produce more milk and meat per animal 

than zebu cattle allowing fewer animals to be kept, but may be more vul-

nerable to stress during drought years. 
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Land was also a concern for all men in the study, but again older men and 

younger men differed in what they saw as the amount of private land nec-

essary for wellbeing. Older men stressed the need for large areas set aside 

for communal grazing, although they also recognized the importance of in-

dividual plots for houses and areas for sick animals and calves. Younger 

men had some of the same concerns, but priorities were reversed. Privately 

held land was considered extremely important for housing, cultivation, and 

for sick animals and calves. However, younger men did agree with the 

older men that communal grazing was also important. In arid and semi-

arid lands precipitation is highly variable, both spatially and temporally, 

and all men agreed that in any one year parts of a village may receive ade-

quate rainfall while other areas within the same village may not. The need 

to be able to move livestock from privately held plots to common grazing 

areas was therefore considered extremely important. 

It has been evident for some time that Maasai society has been transition-

ing from a more cooperative form of social organization in which many 

families lived together within a compound and shared herding responsibili-

ties and sometimes food, to a more individualized form of social organiza-

tion in which it is not uncommon for an enkan to consist of a single family 

and its livestock (McCabe et al. 2010). The emphasis on private land allo-

cations among younger men in this study was reflective of this transition. 

In terms of wellbeing, older men stressed the importance of being able to 

help others, while younger men expressed having enough resources to 

have control of their own lives, and this related to both land and livestock. 

Education of children was also an issue agreed to as important for all men, 

but more so among the younger men, and that included the education of 

girls. The maintenance of tradition was also viewed as important especially 

by the older men, while the younger men felt that traditions were important 

but if there was some loss of traditions because children were being edu-

cated, then the tradeoff was worth it. A modern concrete house is increas-

ingly important across age sets. Younger men in particular recognized the 

importance of being close to services such as education, water sources, and 

veterinary care, and were the only ones to specifically mention the concept 

of ‘development’ (Table 4.2). ‘Development’ includes things like a mod-

ern house and increased services, but also refers to being a modern Tanza-

nian.  

One issue that was expressed by men of all age sets, and which was sur-

prising to us, was an emphasis on having unity (enaiboshu) within the vil-

lage. This is especially related to the Maasai tradition of mutual assistance 

including the practice of restocking poorer households with livestock 
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within clans (ewoloto), but was also raised in relation to the importance of 

intrahousehold harmony particularly by women (see below). Arguments 

within households can be among wives; between wives and the husband 

over the education of children, or the allocation of resources; and between 

sons and their fathers over the allocation of livestock, and the desire for 

sons to establish their own households. Disputes over the boundaries of 

land allocations often result in conflict among households and disputes 

over village boundaries often cause conflict between and among villages. 

The survey results showed that 54% of women and 76% of men were of 

the opinion that unity had worsened within their village and between vil-

lages respectively, largely attributed to party politics and land issues. In-

deed, village-level politics were discussed by men as the major cause of 

conflict within villages. This often related to national-level politics as the 

party which has ruled Tanzania since independence, Chama Cha Mapin-

duzi (CCM), was being challenged by a newly formed party, Chama cha 

Demokrasia na Maendeleo (Chadema). It was sometimes expressed that in 

the past it was easy to call for a village meeting when necessary, but now 

if a village leader calls for a meeting and he is a member of one party, vil-

lagers who are members of the opposing party will not attend. 

Another issue that was strongly expressed relating to a lack of harmony at 

the village level, was a strong distrust of external actors who can take ad-

vantage of weak and corrupt leaders. This almost always concerned issues 

relating to land, and in some ways goes all the way back to the formation 

of Tarangire National Park. Stories about a local leader who put his thumb 

print on a document in 1970 that ceded land that the Maasai considered 

theirs is well known to Maasai living in Simanjiro today, and fuels suspi-

cion about leaders giving away or selling land to conservation interests or 

private investors. This distrust is not without merit. A few years ago a local 

leader in Emboreet illegally sold 6,000 acres to outsiders without approval 

of the village government, and court cases trying to resolve disputes aris-

ing from this illegal sale are ongoing. Our survey data of Maasai men cor-

roborate the expressions of distrust in our qualitative interviews. Although 

people generally expressed support of local leaders, there was a concern 

that corruption posed a threat to wellbeing and there are high levels of dis-

trust for external organizations, especially private investors, tourist compa-

nies, and conservation organizations, but with the exception of develop-

ment organizations (Table 4.3). Concerns were particularly raised about 

the establishment of a Wildlife Management Area (WMA) in Simanjiro, or 

selling land to private investors, both of which everyone we talked to op-

posed. During the time of our interviews, WMAs were generally viewed 

negatively due to their alignment with conservation priorities and organi-

zations, and some people had heard other’s experiences (but see Raycraft 
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Chap. 6 for more recent attitudes about Randilen WMA in this region). For 

example, we talked to a number of people in the village of Lobor Soit who 

were taken to visit the Burunge WMA to see how that WMA worked. Lo-

bor Soit has already previously made agreements with tour companies and 

joining a WMA was viewed as risking the dilution of revenue. This would 

put villagers in Lobor Soit in a similar position as those in the village of 

Minjingu, who have been attempting remove themselves from the Burunge 

WMA for many years (Bluwstein et al. 2016). 

Table 4.3 Responses by Masaai men to the statement: I trust what people from the *following 
organizations* tell me about land issues 

 
Don't 

know 

them 

Strongly 

disagree 

Disa-

gree 

Unde-

cided 

Agre

e 

Strongly 

agree 

Leaders 

(N=145) 

 
5 5   118 17 

Conservation 

NGOs 

(N=144) 

20 14 91 4 13 2 

National Park 

officials 

(N=145) 

19 17 94 5 10 0 

Development 

NGOs 

(N=145) 

0 10 46 1 81 7 

Private inves-

tors 

(N=144) 

16 12 102 4 7 3 

Photographic 

tourist compa-

nies 

(N=144) 

20 3 83 3 30 5 

Hunting tour-

ist companies 

(N=144) 

19 5 92 2 24 2 

 

Based on previous research we knew that men were worried about TNP 

expanding into the villages in our study area (Baird et al. 2009), and there 

was concern about the establishment of wildlife corridors connecting TNP 
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to the Simanjiro plains. Despite these concerns there was almost universal 

support for the Simanjiro Wildlife Easement, with protection of grazing 

land rather than funds given as the most important benefit by 86% of men 

in Terrat and Sukuro (n=72). This suggests that if trust is established in 

creating a protected area, with tangible valued benefits provided, then ini-

tial suspicion concerning the motivations of the actors involved can be 

overcome (Davis and Goldman 2017, Raycraft Chap. 6). 

Results for women 

One of the striking differences between responses of men and women con-

cerning what constitutes wellbeing was that there was consistency of re-

sponses across all age groups for women. Many aspects of having a good 

life were shared by both women and men, but in many cases, it was the re-

lational aspects of a good life that were emphasized by women (36 sepa-

rate instances where this was raised compared with 17 for men). Because 

women are primarily responsible for the care of children, having enough 

livestock was seen as important in order to provide milk for children. Cul-

tivation was seen as important for the same reasons—to provide food secu-

rity so that the children would not go hungry. Cultivation was also seen as 

a source of income when money was needed for hospital costs, school 

fees, clothes, etc. 

Children were seen as important, not as a component of wealth, but be-

cause women desired to live close to their children and sons and daughters 

are a critical component of their social lives. Having a son was important 

because when women pass their reproductive years, they often will leave 

the household of their husband to move to the household of their eldest 

son. Although the government of Tanzania has passed laws saying that in-

heritance should be shared equally between women and men, among the 

Maasai women will rarely, if ever, inherit livestock when a man dies and 

thus, they are dependent on sons following the death of their husband. 

Women were also concerned about losing land to outsiders, and often 

stated that outsiders could not be trusted. There was less concern about los-

ing land to conservation than to “unscrupulous” or “clever” people. Like 

with the men, the education of children was important and like with the 

men education was seen as important in securing land rights. Many ex-

pressed vulnerability in relation to external actors due to their lack of for-

mal education and their inability to read. They were suspicious when asked 

to approve or sign documents that they do not understand, and they felt 
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that the education of their children will prevent them from being exploited 

by more educated members of other ethnic groups who can “steal our land 

by the pen”. There was more emphasis among the women for the educa-

tion of girls than among the men. Both men and women felt that defending 

their rights to land will fall to their educated children. A Maasai friend of 

McCabe once told him that education is now “the tip of the spear” in de-

fending land rights. 

Unity was also a component of having a good life for women, but for 

women the emphasis was harmony within the household. This was true for 

the relationship of wives to their husband, but also among the wives in a 

single household. First wives tend to have more authority and access to re-

sources than other wives, but a husband can also have a favorite wife who 

may not be the first wife. The difference in status among wives can cause 

conflict within the household, and this is much more of a concern among 

the women than among the men. Conflict within the village was also a 

concern, but primarily as it impacts dynamics within the household.  

Women also emphasized the importance of being listened to and having 

their opinion respected concerning household decisions. Coupled with this 

was having some degree of economic independence and a focus on money 

which was not present in discussions with men about wellbeing. A number 

of NGOs and church groups have facilitated “merry go round” activities 

among women’s groups where a number of women contribute money to 

the group who then give this money to one of the group’s members, often 

used to buy livestock, that would be her own property. The next round 

would go to another woman in the group allowing all the women to have 

access to resources that were independent of the husband. Although there 

is little written on this for Maasai of Tanzania, Taeko discusses the success 

of this practice among Maasai women in Kenya (Taeko 2019) and eco-

nomic schemes have been shown as one route towards empowerment for 

Tanzanian Maasai (Goldman and Little 2015).  

One of the major differences between women and men was their attitudes 

towards the Church and Maasai traditions. Although there are many differ-

ent denominations among the churches in Simanjiro, all are Christian. 

Men, unlike women, voiced concerns about Church leaders preaching 

about equality between men and women. Dorothy Hodgson has written on 

the particularly powerful relationship between the Church and Maasai 

women and its role in the negotiation of gender (Hodgson 2005). Some tra-

ditional aspects of Maasai life, such as the importance of laibons (spiritual 

leaders) has been undermined by church leaders, and many women agreed 

that these aspects of Maasai traditional life are outdated, perhaps reflecting 
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that laibons have historically been aligned with men as ritual leaders of 

cattle raids and spiritual advisors of elders (Hodgson 2005). Other Maasai 

traditions remained highly valued, especially those designed to share re-

sources and help those in need. 

Threats to wellbeing and changes of the last 10 years 

The majority of men (75%) and women (67%) expressed the view that 

their access to grazing land had worsened in the last 10 years. Two factors 

stand out as major causes for the loss of grazing land: the expansion of cul-

tivation, and the shifting of village boundaries (Table 4.4). A minority also 

attribute change to private investors and the Tanzania National Park Au-

thority (TANAPA). 

Table 4.4  Maasai men’s responses to the question ‘Which groups or issues contributed to the 
worsening of access to communal grazing land?’ (question only asked if they had answered that 
land access had worsened) 

 

Number of respondents 

(N=112) % of respondents 

Boundary changes 95  85 

Agriculture 58 52 

Private investors 49 44 

TANAPA 22 20 

Local government 7 6 

Photographic tourism 4 4 

Hunting tourism 3 3 

National government 3 3 

 

As previously mentioned, when a village exceeds approximately 5,000 res-

idents a process of dividing the village into two separate villages is initi-

ated, and as village boundaries become barriers to the free movement of 

livestock, people have to rely on grazing resources within the village. In 

addition, there are frequently disputes between and among villages con-

cerning where the boundaries should be following village division. Large 

areas for grazing become divided and as the human population grows there 

is more pressure to allocate land to individuals. As discussed earlier the 

younger generation of men highly value individual land allocations and 

there is increasing pressure on village leaders to grant land allocations as 

young men move from warriors to junior elders.  
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Conversion of land to agriculture and the leasing of land in Simanjiro has 

been shown to be influenced by proximity to TNP because of perceived 

threats of park expansion (Sachedina 2008; Baird et al. 2009), a concern 

we heard raised in these park-adjacent villages. A large percentage of men 

(73%) view loss of grazing land as a continuing threat, and worry that 

there will be further losses in the next 10 years. A sense of security for the 

future, especially with regard to land, is fundamental to wellbeing in 

Simanjiro and drives people’s actions.   

Villages, however, are not helpless and efforts are underway to help pre-

serve the rangelands from further fragmentation. The Simanjiro Wildlife 

Easement is one example. Another is the granting of Certificates of Cus-

tomary Rights of Occupancy (CCROs), which formalizes customary land 

tenure registered by the national government. In Simanjiro, this means set-

ting aside land for livestock and wildlife, by preventing cultivation or set-

tlement. Organizations such as the Ujamaa Community Resource Team 

(UCRT), the Dorobo Fund, and the Northern Tanzania Rangeland Initia-

tive have been particularly influential in helping villages with the estab-

lishment of CCROs. Once established, village leaders are able to resist 

pressure, both internally and externally, to further divide land. 

One of the major obstacles to overcome in setting aside communal land is 

the lack of trust among the Maasai of Simanjiro towards private investors 

and many NGOs, in particular conservation-oriented NGOs. There is also 

a notable lack of trust towards the federal government. Davis (2011) has 

written about how the TANAPA “Good Neighborliness” (Ujirani Mwema) 

initiative, which aimed to reduce animosity by providing social services to 

villages, has not been as successful as envisioned in communities adjacent 

to TNP as the lack of access to resources and perceived threat of TNP ex-

pansion counteracts any positive benefits. The perceived lack of willing-

ness on the part of TNP to allow limited grazing within park boundaries 

during times of drought contributes to the lack of trust between TANAPA 

and Maasai communities. This was particularly evident during the 2008‒

2009 drought when thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of cattle had mi-

grated just to the east of the TNP border. The only grazing available was 

located inside the park, but was inaccessible to the cattle, many of which 

died just outside the park boundary. Although this is the law of Tanzania, 

for the Maasai the relationship is between “neighbors”, one of which is 

TNP. 

What is unusual here is that the organizations that worked on the Easement 

and CCROs have achieved a level of trust that is not shared by some of the 

other NGOs or TANAPA representatives in this region. The establishment 
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of the Simanjiro Wildlife Easement was initially accepted because the ar-

rangement was presented to village leaders in Terrat by representatives 

from UCRT, one of the few NGOs that had gained trust from the commu-

nities because of years of work and the fact that UCRT was considered an 

honest broker. As an important relational aspect of wellbeing one should 

not underemphasize the importance of trust in establishing relationships 

among conservation organizations and local communities, something that 

is broadly recognized as a key enabler in the collaborative and adaptive 

governance of ecosystems (e.g. Hahn et al. 2006). 

Men and women both agreed that small motorcycles (piki piki) and cell 

phones have made great improvements in the lives of people living in 

Simanjiro and contribute to their sense of wellbeing. Much of the positive 

impact of both motorcycles and cell phones were mentioned in relationship 

to health. Instead of remote households being isolated, far from health clin-

ics and hospitals, a motorcycle and driver can be called, and a sick or in-

jured person transported to a health facility in a matter of hours rather than 

days. Cell phones are widely used to transfer money, collect information 

about agricultural activities and grazing conditions, and to both strengthen 

and expand social networks (Quandt et al. 2020; Summers et al. 2020). 

Our surveys also suggest that people see improvements to services over the 

last 10 years, in particular water access (80% of men), healthcare (73%), 

and education (65%). Respondents were largely satisfied with access to 

services, highlighting that the access to valued services that comes with a 

more sedentary life is increasingly desirable.  

Discussion 

What does this mean for Tarangire? 

Because many wildlife species migrate from TNP to the east into the 

Simanjiro plains during the wet season, what happens to the people and 

their livestock living there, and the extent of their cultivation, is of direct 

relevance to the sustainability of wildlife in TNP. It is not just numbers of 

people and livestock, or acres cultivated, but also the aspirations of people 

and what they find important to their lives. In looking at the results of the 

wellbeing study, it is apparent that some of the goals of wildlife conserva-

tionists and those aspects of Maasai conceptualizations of wellbeing over-

lap. This is especially true with the preservation of large areas of commu-

nal grazing land. The establishment of CCROs and the Simanjiro 
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Conservation Easement are examples of how these components of Maasai 

wellbeing have been aligned with conservation in practice. These areas are 

shared by livestock and wildlife and can been seen as win-win scenarios 

for wildlife conservation and what contributes to a “good life” for the 

Maasai. Leaders and village councils in Terrat and Sukuro were not forced 

into implementing these land-use arrangements but were willing partici-

pants in the negotiations that resulted in the land being set aside, so that 

further fragmentation of the rangelands was prevented. In addition, among 

younger men, the desire for smaller families, and smaller but more produc-

tive herds is also consistent with conservation goals in Simanjiro. 

On the other hand, some aspects of Maasai wellbeing are not consistent 

with conservation goals. One message that Maasai discussed as being pro-

moted by conservationists is that people should depend on their livestock 

and revenues from tourism as their primary livelihood strategies and aban-

don cultivation. A frequent response to this message was: ‘they want us to 

be like our grandfathers’. Cultivation is now a key component to Maasai 

wellbeing across all segments of Maasai society in Simanjiro, and revenue 

from tourism is often captured by village elites. Advocating for reduced 

dependence on cultivation, without viable alternatives for subsistence 

needs and equitable income generation, will likely not be acceptable to 

many people and is inconsistent with the Maasai ideas of what having a 

good life means.  

Conservationists should also be cognizant of the importance of both trust 

and social unity to the Maasai of Simanjiro. Many Maasai are aware that 

TNP does have programs that help in village development, but local peo-

ple rarely view these projects as having relevance to their lives. Mistrust of 

conservation is rooted in historical land and resource alienation, as well as 

continuing perceived threats by a range of external actors. Many Maasai 

also are aware that revenue is being generated by tourist-related activities 

but the Maasai themselves rarely see any of these funds. In talking to a 

lodge owner a number of years ago McCabe was told: “I give 10% of bed 

night revenues to the village leaders, what happens then is up to them”. We 

understand that it is not the responsibility of lodge owners to oversee the 

distribution of benefits so that they are distributed equally and transpar-

ently, but the lack of transparency on the part of the village leaders con-

tributes to the lack of trust and the erosion of harmonious relationships. 

The results of the wellbeing study articulate well with a previous study on 

Maasai perceptions and the influence on TNP. In a study conducted by 

McCabe and colleagues conducted in 2004 and 2005, 240 household sur-

veys were conducted in eight villages in Simanjiro; four were adjacent or 

close to TNP and four were far away from the park (80‒115 km). The four 
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villages close to the park were the same as those in the wellbeing study. 

The objective of that research was to examine how Maasai perceived risk 

and what could be done to mitigate the risk (Baird et al. 2009). For the vil-

lages located close to the park the risks that were considered of both high 

incidence and high severity were human disease, livestock disease, drought 

and conservation (risk that the park will expand or conservation policies 

will limit land use). Wildlife predation on crops and livestock were consid-

ered as high incidence risks but less severe. In the villages located far 

away from the park, water, hospital health services, and human disease 

were risks listed as both of high incidence and high severity. Wildlife-re-

lated risks were not mentioned in the distant villages. Ways to mitigate 

risks in the villages closer to TNP included increased leasing of the land to 

help secure land tenure, and planting of crops in a way that would inhibit 

the migration of wildlife directly into the Simanjiro plains and push the 

migration routes further to the south. In this way, ideas of risk and efforts 

to improve security are negatively impacting wildlife conservation but are 

partly driven by the impacts of conservation itself, highlighting that future 

interventions will need to reduce human-wildlife conflict, increase land se-

curity, and establish trust in conservation processes and institutions.   

The larger picture 

Protected areas are critical components of various attempts to stem the loss 

of biological diversity (Gray et al. 2016). However, there is increasing ac-

ceptance that for conservation to be sustainable and just, local communi-

ties must be more involved. Aichi target 11 of the Convention on Biologi-

cal Diversity stresses that protected areas should be effectively and 

equitably managed. Equity in this sense refers to a fair distribution of cost 

and benefits to wellbeing, participation in decision-making, and the recog-

nition of social and cultural differences (Schlosberg 2013). Although the 

situation is not yet irretrievable the world may be experiencing the sixth 

major extinction episode. As Sir Robert Watson, the chair of the Intergov-

ernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystems Ser-

vices (IPBES) stated in a recent media release: “The overwhelming evi-

dence of the IPBES Global Assessment, from a wide range of different 

fields of knowledge, presents an ominous picture. The health of ecosys-

tems on which we and all other species depend is deteriorating more rap-

idly than ever. We are eroding the very foundations of our economies, 

livelihoods, food security, health and quality of life worldwide.” 
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The need for preserving current levels of biodiversity cannot be overstated, 

and protected areas are critical to achieving this goal. In this chapter we 

emphasize that to ensure the ecological sustainability of TNP, we need to 

understand the wellbeing and aspirations of the communities in the wild-

life migration/dispersal area of Simanjiro and work to achieve equitable 

approaches to conservation in this area.  
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