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for Socio-Economic Development of Kenya:

The Case of Giitine Sacred Forest, Meru
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Introduction

Giitline sacred forest of the Ameru of Ruiga, Meru Central District, lies on the eastern side of
Mt. Kenya. The arrival of missionaries, who brought a new religion and later formal education
system to Meru, may have led to the loss of reverence for the sacred forest. After the 1950s, its
survival was threatened as people embarked on indiscriminate felling of trees, charcoal burning,
encroachment and other unacceptable acts. The Ameru are a Bantu people inhabiting the central
highlands of Kenya, specifically the eastern slopes of Mt. Kenya, where they settled between 1300
and 1700 ADY (Mdtwiri, 2008: 97). Their region of ancestral domicile stretches from the River
Thuchi in the south to the Ntonyiri River to the north, and it borders Mt. Kenya in the west and
the River Tana in the east. This area is referred to as the Greater Meru region. After the
promulgation of a new constitution in Kenya in August 2010, the region was re-defined and now
consists of the twin counties of Tharaka-Nithi and Meru. The Greater Meru region covers
approximately 9,575 km?, with a population of approximately 1.7 million people (2009 Population
and Housing Census Report).

In 2003, the Giitline sacred forest was designated a National Monument under the Monuments
and Antiquities Act, Cap 215 (the National Museums and Heritage Act no.6 of 2006). After its
passage, stakeholders got together in an effort to save the forest. The most critical tool employed
in this process has been community dialogue sessions, which include all key stakeholders. Elders
were invited to these sessions so that they could share their knowledge on the forest and their
communities with members of younger generations (intergeneration knowledge transfer-IKT).

This paper will examine how local knowledge can be used in the conservation of communal
resources. This type of knowledge is passed on orally from one generation to the next; however,
due to social changes, communities have recently struggled to hand down this knowledge. At

Giit(ine sacred forest, dialogue sessions were used to identify techniques that were implemented

1) Mutwiri states that historians indicate that Meru settlement occurred between 1300 and 1700. However, oral
narratives and tabulations from Meru age-sets (nthuki) have shown that the first Meru age-set of

Nchankanabiri or Ntimirigwi may have settled before 1509.



to ensure the forest was not desecrated. Many meetings were conducted to ensure community
members internalized the concept. The critical question is, how effective are these approaches

today?

Background information

Giittine is the sacred forest of the Ameru of Ruiga sub-location, Meru Central District. It lies
on the eastern side of Mt. Kenya and is one of the numerous sacred sites that dot the landscape
surrounding this World Heritage Site. It falls at about 1,400 meters above sea level and lies on the
equator 0° degrees Latitude and 37°41’ Longitude. Giitine is located in an area with a high
population density, at around 525 people per square kilometre?.

The term giiti in the local Kimeru language refers to a sacred forest grove. There are many
giitii in the larger Meru; the one discussed here is specifically known as Giitti kia Ruiga (the
sacred forest of Ruiga). The area is inhabited by people of three clans, all of whom descended
from a man called Ntiringi, who had two wives. The first wife bore two sons, named Rukwaro and
Mburi. The second wife bore one son, Chaaru. Rukwaro was the father of Abo’nthiga, the Nthiga
Rukwaro clan, while Mburi was the father of Mberenyaa clan. Chaaru became the father of the
Chaaru clan. Ntiringi divided the ridge of Ruiga among his three sons, and the clans descending
from them have owned the ridge ever since. Though the flow of generations since Ntiringi’s
arrival is not especially clear, oral evidence points to about six generations back. One elder,
Josphat M’Rukirangi, who is now 87 years old and of the Abo’nthiga clan, accounts for his
genealogy as follows: Ntiringi - Rukwaro - Baicongoi - M’'mucheke - Kaungania - M’rukirangi
(born in 1928).

Ntiringi is said to have migrated from the East, from a place known as Igairronni (the dispersal
point), situated in today’s Tharaka area. Ntiringi and his descendants belong to the larger Imenti
sub-tribe of the Ameru® .

There is no record of the specific event at which Giitine forest was consecrated as a sacred
site, but it is clear that the forest, which is situated at the peak of Ruiga ridge, was accorded
special status from the outset of Ntiringi’s settlement. The forest remained protected through

generations, with each clan aware of the extent of its ownership and responsibility to maintain its

2) Source: 2009 Population and Housing Census report.

3) The Ameru, also known as the Ngaa people, are of Bantu origin. Their actual migration route is believed to be
from the east African coast, Mbwaa, north of River Tana. Oral sources affirm that the proto-Ameru
community arrived at igairronni as a cohesive group known by two legendary ancestors; namely, Maklnga
and Ngaa (so they are known as children of Ngaa and Mik{inga (Mfrianki, 2008: 37). The Ameru comprises
nine sub-tribes: Igoji, Imenti, Tigania, Miitine, Igembe, Mwimbi, Mathambi, Chuka, and Tharaka.



territory. The Abo’nthiga clan owns the largest part, about fourteen acres, while the Mberenyaa
clan owns about eight acres. The Chaaru clan had about six acres that fell into private ownership
in recent times”. Of the original 30 acres, only about 20 acres remain today. The remaining part of
Giittine forest is jointly owned and managed by the people of the Mberenyaa and Abo’nthiga clans,
whose main economic activities include subsistence farming of food crops such as bananas, beans,
maize, fruits and yams, cash crop farming of coffee, and small scale dairy farming. Some distance
below Giitline sacred forest is a sacred swamp called Rurii, where ceremonies for the adjoining

ridges were performed.

Njtriincheke Council of Elders and their role in conservation

Since the 17th Century (Kirigia, 2008: 17), Ameru were governed by a council of elders from
the clan level right up to the supreme Council of Elders, the Njariincheke. To become a member
of the council is the highest social rank a Meru man can aspire to. The elders forming the
Njiriincheke are carefully selected and must be mature, composed, respected, and incorruptible
members of the community. The Njlriincheke is influential in socio-economic and political
decision making amongst the Ameru. This governance system ensured management of
community resources and the protection of the most vulnerable community members, among
other functions (Mugambi, 2014: 70). The council is guided by the principles of non-discrimination,
equality, and non-favouritism.

Mugambi (2014: 73-75) summarizes the functions executed by the Njtriincheke council as
follows:

» Ensure peace prevails in the tribe and among the sub tribes. Disputes over either property or
boundary are brought before the Njiriincheke for decision and direction.

* Protect, preserve and conserve Ameru cultural heritage and prevent that heritage’s decay and
destruction.

« Fixing dowry payment for the whole tribe.

e Guard against indiscriminate felling of trees. There are some areas where it is taboo to enter
and cut trees or collect firewood.

* Ensure that no one blocks public paths and regulate public common grounds and watering

points for both people and livestock.

4) This may have happened in the 1950s during land demarcation and adjudication.



Importance of Giitline sacred forest

Giitine sacred forest continues to provide a number of important services and resources to
the community around it. Its main uses are as follows:

* Sacrifices and prayers to God were conducted at a certain point within the forest, the shrine
(Kagambo ka Miitinga).

« It was a source of firewood; at certain times in the year, women were allowed to collect fallen
dry wood from certain parts of the forest. This activity was closely supervised by elders.

*The forest was a source of medicinal herbs.

oIt was a source of raw materials for making tools (Material culture items), such as farming
sticks (mirwa), clubs (ncuguma), walking sticks (ntiro), and others. However, wood from
Giitine forest was not used for the construction of houses.

*The forest was also used as a hideout during raids. Women, children, the aged, and livestock
were hidden inside the forest during raids by enemy (maitha) tribes. A person who was not a
member of the clan was not allowed to go inside the forest for fear of letting out the closely

guarded secrets.

Special status of Giitine forest

Giitline sacred forest, like other forest groves in Meru, is associated with taboos, myths and a
gichiaro® (a special kinship bond - see Annex I for details) that serve to give it a mystical and
spiritual outlook. Among the Ameru, taboos and myths were used to protect sacred sites against

destruction, hence why many sacred sites have remained fairly intact.

1. Taboos
There are several taboos associated with Giitine forest, which include:

» One must never cut a tree with any man-made tool, but only with the assistance of a blunt stone.
If anyone breaks this taboo, he must produce a sheep (ntirime) for a cleansing and
purification ritual to be undertaken on him and the forest.

¢ Collection of firewood was allowed only at appointed times within a year and was closely

supervised by elders. Only fallen, dry wood is collected. Cutting of a green tree is strictly

5) Gichiaro/ichiaro is a Kimeru word defined by Prof Makio Matsuzono as: a special one-to-one relationship of
any two clans whose ancestors are believed to have performed a certain ritual in an attempt to bring kinship
between them. The result of these rituals is that their offspring have come to share a feeling of common
ancestry. As such, gichiaro implies a degree of common blood, real or created through ritual, shared by a pair
of clans. (2014: 17)



prohibited.

o If anyone accidentally set the forest on fire, he has to produce a sheep for cleansing and
purification rituals.

» Hanging of beehives on trees inside the forest is strictly prohibited.

«Killing of any animal, particularly the Colobus monkey® (nkoroi), is strictly prohibited and
necessitates cleansing and purification rituals for the culprit and the forest.

« Fighting and other acts of violence within the forest are strictly prohibited.

* No sexual acts are allowed inside Giitine forest.

A baby who has not undergone the traditional Ameru ritual of the first shaving is not allowed
to enter the forest.

* Wood from Giitine forest is never used for the construction of houses.

Breaking any of these taboos calls for purification and cleansing of the culprit and the forest
by way of sacrificing a sheep and offering prayers to God (Mtrungu). Failure to cleanse and seek
forgiveness is believed to lead to untold suffering for the culprit and his family, and also may
cause drought and epidemics for the larger Ameru society. As such, Giit(ine forest, as an abode of

God, must be kept clean and un- desecrated at all times.

2. Myths
There are several myths associated with Giitine forest, which include:

« It was believed that if anyone cuts a tree using a man-made tool, the tree would bleed blood.
This was portrayed as a curse upon the person doing so, since the tree acquires life similar to
that of a human being. Thus felling a tree there was seen as the same as cutting a human
being, and all people avoided such an abominable act.

o It was also believed that there was a very big snake that those who trespassed into Giitline
forest would see lining their path until they exited the forest.

It was believed that there was a deep lake in the middle of the forest where anyone who

trespassed would drown and never be seen again.

3. The gichiaro myth (see Annex | for details)

Giittine forest features a unique mythical bond (gichiaro) between the people of Ruiga and

those of Akithii in the present day Tigania area.

6) The Colobus monkey and the python feature prominently in the gichiaro myth between the people of Ruiga
and their counterparts, the Akithii of Tigania in Meru North.



The disconnection

Over the past 60 years, Giitline forest lost its revered status and its preservation has come
under severe threats. Many of the inhabitants that relied on it lost their sense of spirituality and
reverence for it. The erosion of the physical and spiritual bonds between the people of Ruiga and
Giitine forest can be traced to the rapidly changing social, cultural, political, economic, religious,
and ecological perspectives that have characterized the area, and indeed the whole of the African
continent, in the past century. These changes have greatly altered the long-held beliefs, values,
and spiritual practices that had acted as bastions of customary ecological law.

Elders identified the almost total conversion of local people to the Christian faith as having the
greatest impact on their formerly intimate relationship with Giitine forest. The shifting aspects of
spirituality have distanced people from their natural environment, thus eroding the connection and
values they associate it with. Over time, the myths and taboos lost meaning. The young generation
reveres the church as the abode of God distinct from the sacred forest, which has been repeatedly
demonized due to its traditional role in now antiquated religious practices.

With this loss of spirituality came the unsustainable and unregulated exploitation of Giitline
forest for its timber and forest products. This was worsened by rising poverty in the area. Trees
were felled for wood and charcoal. Cutting of undergrowth vegetation for animal fodder
destabilized its ecological balance as young seedlings and undergrowth were cut off and the forest
began to dry up and large parts of it became denuded.

With a rapidly growing population, the area has also experienced tremendous population
pressure and decreasing land size. Encroachment into Giitine forest occurred as people sought
land for farming. The section of the forest belonging to the Chaaru clan was annexed by one
family, which turned it into a farm. Other neighbours have also taken parts of the forest, which
has caused Giittine forest to shrink from about 30 acres to about 20 acres. The new form of socio-
political organization in Kenya has also had a great impact on the community’s ecological
governance. Whereas in the past, the local Kiama (council of elders) and the Meru supreme
council of elders, the Njtriincheke, were culturally empowered to oversee the protection of the
natural environment, present day governance disempowers” these traditional authorities. The
management of forests and sacred sites by the government largely alienates people from their
natural environment, dilutes the power of elders, and erodes the existing bonds between locals
and their regions. This is compounded by an unfavourable academic curriculum that fails to

educate learners on the socio-cultural bonds embedded in their heritage and by poor management

7) The New Forest Act of 2005 gives communities living next to government forests an opportunity to participate

in the management of forests through community forest associations (CFAs).



policies that are put up without the involvement of local communities. These factors only served to
distance the people from Giittine forest, leading to its destruction and desecration.

The taboos and myths that protected Giitliine have been shattered. No one believes in trees
that bleed blood, a huge snake, and a deep lake where those who trespass drown. The threats that
faced Giit(ine forest arose because people were no longer bound by shared values, customs, or
spirituality. The new socio-cultural and legal order failed to emphasize the sanctity of sacred sites,

and left their fate hanging in the balance of the past century.

Re-awakening the sacred forest

Sensitization and awareness meetings were initiated by approaching a few elders who still
respected Giitine forest®. At first the elders were not receptive, but persistent appeals for a
change in attitude awoke local people to the destruction that they were driving themselves
towards. The campaign started bearing fruits when two clans, the Mberenyaa and the Abo’nthiga,
agreed to form an inter-clan committee that functioned as an organised action group, the Giitline
environment conservation group (GECOG). This committee outlawed further cutting of trees and
undergrowth initiated efforts to sensitize people to the need to stop illegal activities in the forest,
and attempted to drive reforestation of the denuded parts of the forest by establishing a tree
nursery. This nursery provided seedlings used to plant more trees in Giitline forest and that also
were sold to interested farmers.

Between the years 2004 and 2005, a number of partners” came together to support various
activities at Giit(ine sacred forest. The project was premised on the urge to awaken the people of
Ruiga to the need for protecting Giitline forest as part of their historical and spiritual heritage. It
was driven by the idea that only the local community can successfully undertake management of
its own natural ecological resources. To achieve this goal, the project employed the following

approaches:

8) Around the year 2000, one elder wrote an appeal note to the National Museums of Kenya to save Giittine. He
was our first contact person and along with him, other elders sharing the same concern were identified. The
first action point on behalf of the museum was to ensure that the forest was declared a monument, thus
ensuring that it was protected under the laws of Kenya. Through their selfless support, it was possible for
partners to undertake sensitization meetings and other activities.

9) The key partners including NMK, AFRIPAD, Porini, and others have rich experience in the use of indigenous
knowledge for environmental conservation. The Giitine project benefitted from those partners’ previous
experience in other localities such as Karima in Nyeri, Mukogondo forest in Laikipia, Mathembo (Akamba
shrines) in Kivaa- Machakos, Kipepeo (butterfly) project and Kaya forests in the coastal province.



1. Sensitization meetings
Initial meetings primarily focused on encouraging attitude change. Since the forest had also
been published as a national monument, it was important to explain what this status entailed. This
was not easy, since some people who were benefiting from the forest, including local government

officers, put up a lot of resistance.

2. Registration of a community organization
Giitine community was encouraged to form an organization that could work easily with various
partners; this became the GECOG. The organization was registered by the relevant government

department, hence giving it legal standing.

3. Socio-cultural profile.
Through support from the African Biodiversity Network (ABN), funding was made available
that was used to undertake the first Socio-cultural profile of the forest. This helped researchers to
document the clans’ story of origin and some of the traditional practices that were associated with

the forest. Much useful information was generated through these dialogues.

4. Mapping of community resources
This aimed at helping the community to define its territory, cultural identity, and traditional
knowledge and to understand how these relate to various resources within their area of habitation.
It was also designed to assist in advocacy for better governance of its natural resources.

Community resource maps and models were developed.

5. Advocacy
Advocacy was carried out with likeminded partners: African Initiative for Alternative Peace and
Development (AFRIPAD), Porini, African Biodiversity Network (ABN), United Nations Development
Program-Community Management of Protected Area Conservation (UNDP-Compact), National
Environment Management Authority (NEMA) and National Museums of Kenya (NMK). Each of
the partners supported advocacy efforts from their respective areas of speciality. The NMK

(Meru) also coordinated these activities.
6. Experiential learning sessions/Exchange meetings

These were special meetings bringing together groups that live close to sacred sites,

communities that have used or were using their local knowledge to revive ecological environments.



10" on management of the same. Most of these

The aim of this was to share their experiences
groups were local, though occasionally groups from outside Kenya visited. Reciprocal visits were

organized for the Giittine group.

7. Intergenerational learning sessions
These interactive sessions between the elders and the youth served to impart knowledge to
the youth. It was hoped that this would enable them change their attitude and positively

appreciate the forest as a resource.

8. Traditional ceremonies
Sacrifices and other rituals, such as cleansing ceremonies, were carried out. These ceremonies

helped to bind people to a common purpose, namely the conservation of Giitiine.

Case studies

At the initial stages of research, it was difficult to convince locals to participate in cultural
ceremonies, many of whom cited their religious faith as a reason for this reluctance. However,
sensitization meetings coupled with exchange meetings and interactions with other communities
encouraged them to change their attitude. Three important ceremonies were successfully carried
out at Giitine sacred forest, with guidance from Njariincheke elders. During these ceremonies,
community members would contribute necessary materials for the ceremony, the sacrificial

animal, and honey.

1. Cleansing ceremony

In October 2005, the people of Ruiga agreed to allow elders of the Njtiriincheke council to
undertake a traditional ceremony to cleanse Giitiine forest of the desecration it had undergone.
The people of Ruiga agreed to the fact that the Njtiriincheke council is the traditional guardian of
the natural endowments in Meru region. The Njdriincheke elders were willing to give spirituality
back to Giittine forest and support the inter-clan committee in its quest to preserve Giit(ine forest.
The now desecrated and denuded sacred forest was on the threshold of a rebirth.

The ceremony took place on 16 December 2005; six elders of the Njiriincheke council were
present. The people of Ruiga provided the ceremonial one-coloured sheep (Ntirime) to signify

their willingness to give reprieve to Giitine forest. They had already constructed two traditional

10) All meetings and workshops were held at the forest (of the hosting community) and not at a hotel. Apart from
sharing knowledge on ecological management, local traditional foods were served, even to foreigners. In the

evenings storytelling and traditional dances were performed.



huts where guests and elders spent the night before the historic day.

On the day of the ceremony, Njtiriincheke elders, dressed in their ceremonial attire, conducted
the cleansing ceremony in the way of the Meru people. The sacrificial male sheep was suffocated
in a ceremonial hole dug in the ground. It was then skinned, its meat cut up, and put on a fire to
roast. Meanwhile, elders went round the forest praying and cleansing it by use of blood, honey,
and the undigested contents of the sheep’s stomach (nthuthuna). They then led the whole
gathering in prayer, facing Mt. Kenya (Kirimaara).

The elders prayed thus:

O lord our God, Mitrungu,

Mirungu provide us with our needs

Give us obedient children

Give us responsible women

And also caring husbands and fathers

Give us all the goodness in this earth

Give us water/rainfall

Save us from diseases

And all misfortunes

Let us be blessed with this forest of ours, Giitine

And let no one even attempt to destroy it forever

Miirungu (God) allow us possession of our properties

We pray for peace and unity

We pray for our government

So as to assist us

In preserving and conserving our environment

Later, members of the gathering feasted on the roasted sheep meat as a sign of togetherness,
sharing, and unity of purpose. After the feast, rings were made out of the skin of the ceremonial
sheep and worn on the middle finger of all those who had partaken in the ritual. These rings
symbolized the newly acquired purity for Giitline sacred forest and the community around. All
were expected to refrain from sex for fourteen days.

As people left for their homes that day, they knew that Giit(ine had acquired a new status. It
was once more an abode of Mdrungu, the supreme God. Not even the very brave would dare to
cut its trees, sell illicit liquor inside it, or burn charcoal from its wood. The Ameru traditions of
ecological governance had been invoked.

Indeed, the ceremony bore positive results - within months, the undergrowth in Giitiine
flourished and hitherto open spaces started patching up. No trees were being cut, firewood

remained uncollected where it fell, and no kilns burned charcoal anymore.



2. Invoking gichiaro bond

However, someone, in total disregard of the stoppage, started cutting the undergrowth for
animal fodder again. This incensed the community, who rose quickly to oppose this violation. The
identity of the culprit was known, but the individual denied his culpability, while continuing with
the destruction. This time, the community opted for a stronger institution in dealing with the new
threat: they decided to invoke the gichiaro bond between themselves and the people of the Akithii
clan. In July 2006, two elders from the Akithii clan were invited to Ruiga to undertake a ritual to
identify the culprit. They came with twigs of miraa (khat), a mild stimulant. The person accused
was supposed to chew a twig if he denied that he was responsible. However, the ritual was not
completed because the guilty person owned up to his actions, after much resistance. Mothers
pleaded with him to accept the blame, lest he sentences his entire family to death for lying to their
mwichiaro (gichiaro counterpart). When the Akithii elders called for any other person who could
have taken anything from Giitline forest, about ten other people came forward. Most were women
who confessed that they had been tempted by dry firewood from the forest. The two elders then
spat onto their open palms and uttered some words as a sign of absolution from the uncleanness.
The man who was guilty of cutting undergrowth was fined one thousand shillings (Kes. 1,000.00)
as per the by-laws of GECOG. The two elders then placed a miiiingo (closure) around the Giitine
so that, except with permission from the GECOG committee, no one is allowed to take anything
from the forest.

A curse was placed upon anyone who takes away anything from Giit(ine forest without authority,
as proclaimed below:

Akithii says: May a snake bite anyone who destroys Giitine. May he become humus for the trees.

3. Boundary marking ceremony
Over the years, the community had expressed a need to mark out the forest boundaries in
order to prevent encroachment by its immediate neighbours. A meeting to prepare for the survey
exercise was set for 11" August 2010. Thirty-two individuals attended, a comprehensive
representation of all members (of the two clans managing the forest) in terms of age and gender.
Logistical issues with the survey'” and the ceremony to follow were discussed and agreed
upon, as outlined below:
* Survey of the forest would take place from 15-17 August 2010 (a total of three days will be
enough, according to the surveyor)

» 18 August 2010 was set aside as the day when the surveyor would show members the location

11) The survey fee was covered by UNDP-Compact through the project on rehabilitation of Mt. Kenya sacred sites.



of the beacons'?.

*Boundary marking to be done using a local boundary marking plant, the hornbill tree
(mutunguu, Commiphora zimmermanni). If any dispute was recorded, special items were to be
used: a pot with sheep’s fat and stomach contents (nthuthuna).

« It was agreed that an elder from Akithii (a Mwichiaro) and a Njtriincheke elder each be present

on August 18" to officiate the ceremony.

Beacon viewing

On 18 August 2010, all who were interested in witnessing the ceremony sat pensively at the
meeting site inside the forest. It was reasoned that since no dispute had been registered, the
sheep was of no use and was causing anxiety and tension and hence it was escorted out of the
meeting venue.

All those who were willing to walk together with the surveyor along the boundary line were
invited to do so. The surveyor and the two AKkithii men lead the procession, pointing out the
beacons. One of the Akithii elders poured some traditional honey beer (naichu) or spit on the
beacon. Spitting or pouring honey beer on the beacon, the hornbill tree signified that there was no

dispute at all.

Procession through the forest to see and mark beacons

12) This is the boundary mark. In rural areas, boundaries are usually marked with certain plants.



Blessing the hornbill cutting

As soon as the procession was back at the meeting venue, a binding proclamation was made
by one of the AKkithii elders. This marked the climax of the ceremony. He proclaimed the following
words loudly:

Giitit giki ikia mwakithii, giitit it giakwa.

Ugatonya kana utonga gintii ndeene. Ugakuura mitungii.

Kethirwa kwi gintu giaku witenakio rua.

The whole of this forest belongs to Akithii, the forest is mine.

Do not go in, do not uproot the mitingii.

Whatever is yours pick it today.

Socioeconomic benefits

In one of the many community dialogues held in this forest, one elder drew an analogy between
God and rain, saying, ‘forest patches such as Giitline are God’s footmarks denoting where he
passes as he walks around seeing his people between Nyambene and Mt. Kenya'®”. If these forest
patches are cleared or desecrated, God will not visit them again. Forests enhance conservation of
the environment, biodiversity, water, and soil resources while positively contributing to the
livelihoods of adjacent communities. The community around the forest practices subsistence
farming, growing maize, beans, fruits, yams, and dairy farming

Giitine forest has a rich cultural history, and its culture can be used as a tool for economic
gains. The local community has expressed intentions to establish a cultural resource centre, which

would be used to tell the history of Giittine forest to the local community, students, tourists, and

13) Beacon marking plant.
14) These are the east - west landmarks of ‘Meru country’ , i.e. Nyambene hills to the east and Mt. Kenya to the

west.



researchers. A thorough botanical study of the forest can also promote it as an outdoor laboratory.
Giitine sacred forest is a strategically placed resource, less than 10 kilometres from Meru town.
In a radius of about 30 km, there are several schools and tertiary institutions, which can make use
of Giittine’s rich culture, history, and biodiversity as resources for learning and training.

The New Forest Act, established in 2005, contains a provision for community participation in
forest management through community forest associations (CFAs). Article 45 part 3 (e) of the act
outlines areas where the CFAs can submit proposals for the use of forest resources. Giitline forest
has several tree species that can provide raw materials for herbal medicine - sustainable
harvesting of such products can bring economic benefits. Furthermore, utilisation of herbal
products will ensure that traditional knowledge about the use of these herbs will not be lost.
Additionally, the forest is a habitat for rare trees and animal species; it is an i situ seed bank from
where indigenous trees can be regenerated. This function is of invaluable importance in an area
that has seen heavy bio-invasion by exotic trees and crops (Thuku: 2008).

Njariincheke council of elders has been granted permission to consecrate a shrine within the
forest. The shrine will serve as a site where new members will be initiated into this institution.
This author was informed that, as a result of embracing the Njlriincheke institution, the
community was able to amicably resolve a leadership crisis within the committee.

In the last five to seven years, the site’s visibility has improved with the mounting of four
signboards around it. An access road has been dug up to enable visitors reach the site easily, and
a reservoir tank has been constructed within a section of the forest land, in order to provide water
to the community around it. According to the committee, this will enable locals revive their tree

nursery, since water will be available throughout the area.

Water reservoir tank



Signboard to GiitGine forest

Conclusion

‘While the Meru region is similar to other central Kenyan communities in that it was a beneficiary
of early colonial influence, its culture has not eroded as greatly as those of its neighbours, the
Agikuyu and Aembu regions. This may be due to the influence of the supreme council of elders,
the Njiriincheke. The council is also the custodian of the community’s customs and traditions.
The survival of Giitline sacred forest though with some challenges attests to this. Attempts to
revive its conservation using local knowledge further supports this notion. Taboos and myths are
rarely taken seriously in some parts of current-day central Kenya, so it is interesting that these
traditions were used successfully to save a forest that was on the verge of disappearance.

Documentation and in-depth research into these indigenous knowledge systems may be useful
in promoting sustainable management of such communal resources. Thuku (2014:189) states that
unique indigenous knowledge of ecological governance is an un-harnessed strength of African
cultures that can be used with great success in safeguarding the sanctity of our environments.
However, modern approaches to conservation should not be entirely abandoned, due to the
benefits of superior technology and expertise.

Curriculum developers should consider introducing some aspects of our culture into the school
curriculum. This will ensure that students are able to acquire some values relating to indigenous
knowledge.

Lastly, forests are gifts from nature. We, the human race, have a moral as well as an ethical
obligation to ensure their protection and preservation, for the benefits we gain from them, if not

for their right to survive.
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Annex 1: Genesis of the gichiaro bond between Ruiga people and Akithii

A story goes that two young men from Ruiga had gone to the AKkithii area and found a woman giving
birth by the roadside. They dutifully aided her and then took her and the infant home. Due to their noble
act, they were treated to a huge feast before they started their journey back home. However, some
jealous young men of the AKkithii clan followed them with harmful intents. They found them resting at
Kuuru River, the traditional boundary between Tigania and Imenti sub tribes. There, they attacked the
young men — one was Killed, but the other managed to escape and reported what had happened to the
elders in Ruiga.

The elders of Ruiga took a sacrificial sheep and a barrel of honey (giempe kia naichu) to Giittine forest
and performed a ceremony seeking justice from God, Mdrungu. That night, a bunch of reeds and
floating plants from Rurii sacred swamp caught fire and plummeted towards Giitiine forest, where it
ignited a dry tree that was then uprooted by some magical force and propelled towards Tigania, the place
inhabited by AKkithii people. There it hit a hut where the young men (nthaka) of Akithii were residing,
killing all of them except one.

The people of Akithii, upon realizing what had happened, hurriedly performed a sacrifice at Ncooro
sacred forest and swamp to seek forgiveness and prevent further punishment. Thereafter, it is said that
an Akithii woman gave birth to a python (n#datux) and a Colobus monkey (nkoroi). The python went into
Ncooro sacred forest and became a sacred animal for the Akithii. The monkey journeyed to Giitine
forest. To this day, it is a taboo for any person from Ruiga to kill a Colobus monkey in memory of this
gichiaro. No violence or ill-will can be harboured between the people of Ruiga and those of Akithii. If an
individual from one group asks for anything from the other group, their request can never be denied.
Further, the myth has it that if a person from one clan died while visiting the other, the hyenas of that
area would not touch his disposed body. Instead, they would journey to the other place while crying and
get hyenas from that area. Together they would journey back and the guest hyenas would taste “their
man” first before inviting the host hyenas to do the same. The gichiaro bond, in other words, extended
not just to people, but to animals as well. In this bond, both Giittine and Ncooro sacred sites act as points

of supernatural power to bind the two peoples together and create peace between them.

Annex Il: Kenya Gazette Notice (No0.8988) of 23rd December 2003
The total area covered by the indigenous forest known as Giittine sacred forest measured approximately
eighteen acres and was situated about five kilometres off the Meru-Nkubu Main Road in Ruiga Sub-
location, Gatimbi Location, Abothuguci Central Division, in Meru Central District on grid reference
542,998 of Map Sheet No.122/1 edition 8-DOS 1975 series Y 731 (DOS 423).








