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TradiTionally, Kenyan 
safaris have been based in 
white-owned lodges, run by white 
managers, with white guides showing 
white tourists a procession of exotic 
wildlife. The local communities had 
the walk-on parts: they carried the 
bags, they cooked and served the food 
and changed the sheets. 

However, that uncomfortable image 
is slowly changing. Now there is a 
gradually growing trend for lodges 
that are entirely owned and run by 
the local communities themselves.

Semadep safari camp is one such 
place. Established in 2006, it is a 
small campsite, with just five rooms, 
just a couple of kilometres from the 
Maasai Mara national reserve, with 
stunning views over the Mara, and it 
is run by the Maasai themselves. It’s 
remote, with few mod cons, but the 
camp is comfortable – with mosquito 
nets, showers and all meals provided. 
English-speaking Maasai guides will 
take you on a nature walk or on a 
game drive or to visit a Maasai village 
or community project. Sitting around 

the campfire after dinner, the staff 
will tell you their stories. 

It’s not posh, but it’s not expensive 
either, and it is a huge learning 
experience.

Semadep stands for the Sekenani 
Maasai Development, and the 
campsite generates revenue to 
support their local community 
projects, Semadep supports 1,244 
orphans and vulnerable children by 
providing them with school fees, 
uniforms and other resources; it 
provides clean water to the 
community, and, most significantly, 
has created a community health 
centre. Previously the local people 
had to travel 100km to access 
medical services for illnesses such as 
malaria, typhoid and HIV/AIDS and 
maternity care.

The camp’s director James Ole 
Lesaloi said they had to overcome 
some resistance from within the 
community at first, but this was 
handled through education and by 
creating awareness of the value of 
conservation and tourism.

‘It was the idea of a few. In every 
community there are active members 
and non active members so we move 
forward with the actives, and when 
the rest see the progress they join 
the group.’

Now there are other local camps 
springing up as well as more than  
20 functioning cultural villages in the 
Maasai Mara.

‘This is very important because the 
local community are now benefiting 
from tourism in their own land. 
Without the revenue Semadep brings 
the community could remain behind 
in terms of community development.

‘Our next journey is to improve the 
safari camp, to attract more visitors 
and increase the economic benefits to 
the local Maasai.’

www.semadepcamp.com
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