
Hello everyone, 

 As some of you might remember, I am currently doing a 7 month volunteering placement, as team 

leader, in Kenya, with VSO (Voluntary Service Overseas) on the government funded ICS (International Citizens 

Service) program. I am currently 6 weeks into the program, and have had some amazing times. I will try not to 

bore you with all the minutiae of what has been happening, and instead keep to the more important aspects. I 

will also endeavor to keep updates to about six weeks apart, so as not to constantly be bombarding you with 

irrelevant and uninteresting information. 

 So, to let you all know the general idea of what I am doing, I will start at the beginning. When I arrived 

in Nairobi, we started an intense training period, of 5 days. During this time, I was shown how to handle 

difficult volunteers, and extreme situations. Following this, I travelled to Nanyuki, the town I am based in, to 

meet the host homes, and organize placements.  

 This period was a steep learning curve. I realized very early on that the type of English language we 

use in the UK does not translate to Kenya. Here, they still use quite a round-about way of speaking, whereas in 

the UK we cut straight to the point. After six weeks, I am still trying to negotiate the complexities of the Kenyan 

method. The vocabulary is also quite archaic. It's as though the language stopped evolving after Independence in 

the 1960s. Whatever the case, it is fascinating to hear the difference in speaking and vocabulary patterns 

between the British immigrants and the Kenyan nationals. 

 Another surprise is the huge number of British immigrants who have settled in the town. I knew ahead 

of arriving that there were large numbers of British soldiers, based at the British Army Training Unit Kenya (or 

BATUK, for short), but these, like me, are transient short term immigrants. Large numbers of people have 

moved here permanently, mostly for work. This has created a bit of a problem for the town, as the presence of 

the Mzungus (white people in Kiswahili) artificially increases the price of everyday essentials, simply because 

they do not haggle or negotiate on price. This means that low wage earners can find it extremely difficult to 

feed, water and cloth themselves and their families. 

 That being said, the poverty here is not as extreme as it is made out to be in the western media. I'm not 

saying that there is no poverty, but the people here see the poverty in a different way to how we see it. Many 

people I have spoken too, count themselves as lucky to be living in Kenya, a country which, in the grand scheme 

of Africa, has quite an open and engaged electorate and a thriving economy. Depending on which source you 

use, it has been described as the largest African economy, and one of the most politically stable in the region.  

 The volunteers have now arrived, with 10 Kenyan and 8 British, all from a diverse range of 

backgrounds. They underwent an intensive 6 days of training, including cross-cultural working, to mitigate the 

risks of cultural misunderstanding. They then went to placement.  

 There are six different placements in which they are working. Two of them are based in rural areas, 

while 4 are based in Nanyuki town.  

 Doldol is a rural placement, which works in a Maasai village roughly 2 hours west of Nanyuki. They 

are dealing primarily with young girls (aged under 18) who have been rescued from FGM (Female Genital 

Mutilation) and early marriage. This is very important, particularly for the Maasai community, as both practices 

are, generally, widely accepted. There is a creeping realization that these traditions need to stop, with their host 

parents being leading community members of Doldol, and calling for the practice to be ended as soon as 

possible. It is worth pointing out that the Law of Kenya prohibits FGM and the marriage of anybody, male or 

female, below the age of 18. They are working with the local community to educate them on the dangers of both 

practices, particularly FGM, and encourage people to report any suspicions to the police and village chief. 

Another part of their placement is to work with the local secondary schools, to encourage mentoring programs 

between the younger and older pupils. 

 The second rural placement is based in Ngobit, a cluster of trading centres and sparsely populated 

farms. They are working with Internally Displaced People (IDPs) to build their business skills, and help to make 

them more self-sufficient and less reliant on the local government. The IDPs were displaced during and after the 

ethnic violence following the 2007 general election. Their second role is to educate youth about their Human 

Rights (according to the UN charter on Human Rights) and to help them become more engaged with the 



political system. This is particularly important in Kenya, as political parties are generally divided down ethnic 

lines, meaning that people often do not know which policies they are voting for. 

 In Nanyuki town, we have one volunteer working at the Laikipia Wildlife Forum. They are conducting 

monitoring and evaluation on the effectiveness of the programs which they undertake. Their work primarily 

surrounds the conflict which arises between wildlife and farmers. They operate programs which educate farmers 

about how best to keep animals, particularly large animals at bay, such as keeping bees on the borders of their 

property to keep elephants from damaging crops. The use of natural defenses is encouraged to reduce any 

negative effects on the local environment. They also highlight the options of using natural strategies because 

new income generation can come of them, such as honey production from the previously mentioned bees, or 

small scale wildlife spotting excursions for tourists. 

 There are two volunteers working with the United Disabled Peoples of Laikipia, or UDPL, to 

encourage enterprise among the disabled community in Laikipia County (the county in which Nanyuki is 

found). This includes educational talks to the able bodied, to reduce the stigma surrounding disability, both 

physical and mental, as well as looking into the different ways that people can earn a wage, with the option of 

receiving government funding, from Nairobi, to set up their own shops or enterprises. 

 A third placement in Nanyuki is Kilimo Biashara, a US Aid funded initiative to educate farmers on 

how to earn the most from their crops, using different technology, such as crop rotation and fermented feed in 

live-stock. The primary source of employment in Laikipia County is agriculture, with over 65% of the working 

population employed in the field. They are looking to set up a YouTube channel to help educate farmers across 

the county, and country, in the best and latest low cost methods for improving crop yields and boosting live-

stock numbers. They see different forms of social media as their best option, as internet usage, using 

smartphones, is higher in Kenya, than some western nations. 

 The final placement is Mt. Kenya Youth Hub, which is working with the youth of Laikipia County to 

build their knowledge and understanding of politics and issues which affect them. They are very quick to stress 

that they are not interested in how the youth vote, but want to increase the numbers who are actively 

participating in the electoral system. Interestingly they were keeping a very close eye on the British EU 

referendum, to demonstrate to the young people they work with, the importance of young people, across the 

globe, being active participants in deciding their future. They hold regular coffee bars to encourage debate on 

sensitive issues, such as political corruption and gay rights, to help normalize young people in discussing such 

issues, and remove the stigma attached to voicing your opinions. 

 These are the six different placements, which are currently operating in Nanyuki. My job, as team 

leader, is to project manage all of these placements, and ensure that the work being set for the volunteers is 

being completed. This leads to incredibly long days (sometimes up until 11pm) and marathon report writing 

sessions, as each visit has to be documented for the evaluation which we make of the placement, volunteers and 

value for money. In the six weeks since I arrived in Kenya, I have had one full day off work. Please do not think 

that I am moaning about it, quite the contrary. I am learning so much from this experience, and seeing how 

vibrant and hard-working Kenyan society is, that it makes the 15 hour days and severe lack of down time worth 

it. The work load will reduce in the coming weeks, as the urgency to monitor all of the volunteers' decreases, but 

right now I feel so lucky and privileged to be able to work with such extraordinary people and develop the skills 

which I did not even know I held. 

 I just want to say a huge thank you to everyone who donated to my fundraising. I can personally tell 

you that this program is very worthwhile, and shows a completely different side to East Africa than is shown in 

the media. As I stated before, the poverty is nowhere near as bad, or wide-spread, as reported in the western 

media, but there are still problems. Mismanagement of public funds, inadequate education and traditional 

beliefs, to name a few, still hold Kenya back from realizing it's potential. I am by no means saying that the 

western style of conducting business/running a country is the best, but Kenya is a lot more developed than it 

would initially seem, with a steadfast determination to better itself. 

Thank you all very much for all of your continued support, and for taking the time to read this, surprisingly long 

update. 

Ciaran Gilbride 


