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Mine, all mine: Rock 
quarrying fuels land 
disputes in Kenya

When Jotham Micheni and his brothers were
divvying up their family land in central Kenya
after their father’s death, nobody wanted to

take the barren patch on the eastern flank. The five sons
of the farming household in rural Kibingo village, about
130 km northeast of Nairobi, all feared being given the
rocky land they knew would be unsuitable for growing
food crops. As the youngest, and therefore the last to
choose, Micheni ended up with the plot.

Five years on, he is making more money from that
one-eighth of an acre of rock-filled land than he does
growing and selling maize, potatoes and beans - and
now his brothers are desperately vying for what they
say is their share. “I used to think land where there is
only rock is wasteland,” Micheni said, digging up
chunks of granite and basalt that he will sell to road
construction contractors for about 10,000 Kenyan
shillings ($100) per truckload. “Now I am learning that
nothing is worthless.”

Demand for rock material to construct roads and
buildings around Kenya is skyrocketing, say villagers
and contractors, providing an alternative source of
income for farmers who face continued failed harvests,
largely due to worsening droughts. But the rush for
rocks is also fuelling land conflicts and divisions among
family members, locals and village chiefs told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “(My brothers) have
threatened to beat me up if I do not let them mine my
rock,” said 42-year-old Micheni.

Kenya is going through a construction boom, with
data from the country’s competition authority showing
that the extraction of stone, sand and gravel has helped
the construction sector’s contribution to GDP jump
from 5 percent in 2015 to about 9 percent today.
Quarry mining used to mainly happen in Kenya’s arid
and semi-arid regions, explained David Ong’are, direc-
tor of compliance and enforcement at the National
Environment Management Authority. But the practice
is becoming more popular around the country as farm-
ers struggle to grow enough crops to make a living, he
added. Micheni said he can make at least 20,000
Kenyan shillings ($200) a month selling the rocks he
mines on this land, double what he earns every few
months growing and selling maize and beans.

Turning rock into gold
Communities throughout Kenya are struggling

with the effects of climate change. Earlier this year
the government said 1.1 million Kenyans, mainly in the
arid counties, would need humanitarian food assis-
tance to help them overcome food shortages resulting
from drought. Quarrying rocks has changed some
farmers’ fortunes, who collectively account for about
a third of Kenya’s annual economic output, according
to Ong’are.

But this alternative revenue stream is not hassle-
free. Rocky areas of land that have remained idle and
neglected for years are now becoming a trigger of land
and inheritance disputes among family members in
rural Kenya, say local leaders. Assistant police chief of
the Tharaka Nithi administration Lawrence Micheni
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation that his office
has seen a rise in the number of disputes over land in
the past five years, and some of those cases revolve
around quarry mining.

Across the country, cases concerning succession
and inheritance - most of them involving the right to
land - made up about 40 percent of all legal disputes, a
2016 national survey found. No data yet exists for dis-
putes due specifically to quarry mining in the region.

Njue Njagi, a Tharaka Nithi government official for
agriculture, noted that disagreements over who can
profit from the rocks often turn violent. “The land dis-
putes can be bloody,” he said, adding that the govern-
ment is trying to curb these conflicts by training farm-
ers to form quarrying cooperatives to help them man-
age and share the resources.

The cooperatives organize farmers into groups, he
explained, and the county government helps the
groups obtain loans from local banks. The farmers can
use that money to buy equipment, hire help and pay
marketing professionals to make sure they get a fair
price for their rocks without being undercut by bro-
kers, he noted. 

They can also prepare for a future when their land
runs out of rocks by using the group’s savings to turn
exhausted quarries into water pans where they can
store water for irrigating their farms, Njagi added. Part
of the problem is a lack of clarity on who has rights over
smallholder land that is being used for rock mining, said
Tharaka Nithi’s governor Muthomi Njuki. He told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation that all mineral mining sites
are classified as public land under the Kenyan constitu-
tion. The government has the right to buy any land that is
found to contain large mineral reserves and relocate any-
one living there, said Njuki. — Reuters

At the epicentre of deadly protests in Assam, a red
and white cloth has come to symbolize the strug-
gle of the Indian state’s indigenous “sons of the

soil” against a new citizenship law that they see as a
dangerous threat to their unique culture. Traditionally
worn by fishermen and peasants, millennials and others
in the far-flung region have co-opted the gamosa, tying
it around their heads, their waists and emblazoning it
with anti-government slogans.

“This is like a flag for us,” said Jatin Borah, 22, one of
thousands taking to the streets in days of riots and run-
ning battles with police firing blanks and live ammuni-
tion that have left five people dead. “It represents
Assam, its culture and collective political and social
aspirations of its people,” the student told AFP. “It’s our
pride. It is uniting us.”

India’s northeast region sandwiched between
Bangladesh, China and Myanmar has long seethed
with inter-ethnic tensions, with armed tribal groups
still resisting being part of India. Assam in particular
has long seen hostility between locals and Bengali-
speaking immigrants brought by the British to toil on
tea plantations or who flowed in around Bangladesh’s
1971 war of independence. Years of agitation driven

by student organizations that included the 1983 Nellie
Massacre - when at least 2,000 people were
butchered in six hours - only ended in 1985 with the
Assam Accord.  Part of the agreement was to root out
foreigners and this year a contentious citizens’ reg-
istry left off 1.9 million people unable to prove that
they or their forebears were in Assam before 1971.
They face possible statelessness, incarceration in
prison camps or even deportation.

Enter Modi 
Now Prime Minister Narendra Modi has re-

opened old wounds with legislation passed last week
that could give citizenship to 20 million immigrants
living in India - including some 500,000 in Assam.
Graffiti has sprung up across Guwahati, Assam’s main
city and the epicentre of days of riots and clashes
with police that left two people dead and dozens hurt,
saying it violates the hard-won 1985 deal. “The law
poses a direct threat to our culture, livelihood and
homeland,” Samujjal Battacharya, a senior figure in
the still-powerful All Assam Students Union (AASU)
organization. “We won’t accept even a single immi-
grant. Assam has taken enough immigrants in the

past,” he said as protestors chanted “Long Live
Assam” and “Hail, Mother Assam”.

Back to the roots 
He too sports a gamosa, as do two young women walk-

ing silently by, theirs emblazoned with “Mr Modi, Assam is
not your dumping ground” in English and Assamese, the
local official language. It comes in different sizes but the
pattern of a red border of flowers around the white hand-
made cotton is universal, cutting across more than 20 tribes
of Assam’s valleys and hills. “The gamosa has been part of
the life for centuries in Assam,” Bishnu Saikia, a social scien-
tist, told AFP, used by farmers and fishermen “primarily to
wipe sweat at work.”

But he said, over the years, it has become part of local
popular culture and evolved into a symbol of Assamese
identity. It is often given to visitors as a souvenir of the
state. “Assam’s millennials and later generations have
adopted it as a cultural symbol and are unabashed about
flaunting it,” he said. “It is giving them the feeling to con-
nect with the roots.” “Our ancestors have preserved the
tradition for centuries and if outsiders are allowed to settle
here, this might die too,” Utpal Borah, a protester, told AFP.
“Our existence is under threat,” he said. — AFP 

Assam ‘sons of the soil’ cherish protest symbol 

Borrowers drown 
in online lending’s 
‘bottomless pit’ 

Telecoms engineer Peng Jiezhao’s taste for new
smartphones and expensive sneakers seemed like
a harmless, if expensive, hobby - until he started

borrowing money from Chinese online lending sites to
feed it. An initial 300-yuan ($42) loan began a down-
ward spiral that dragged Peng, 22, into a 100,000 yuan
debt borrowed from more than 20 “peer-to-peer”
(P2P) lending platforms. “No matter how much money I
made, I had nothing left for myself and had to use
almost all of it to pay off debt,” said Peng, who calls the
debt trap a “bottomless pit.” 

This year, a new complication emerged: an official
crackdown on online lending shuttered thousands of
providers that Peng had used to acquire new money to
pay old debt, forcing him to go cap-in-hand to his par-
ents for a bailout. The government had previously
encouraged internet-based P2P financing as a way to
make the best use of personal savings to support
China’s slowing economy. 

Leading platforms such as Lufax, an affiliate of the
giant Ping An Insurance Group, and Dianrong.com -
both based in Shanghai - provided credit on easy
terms, typically by matching up borrowers with individ-
uals willing to lend. Led in part by hordes of young
tech-savvy Chinese like Peng, China’s P2P lending mar-

ket multiplied from almost nothing in 2012 to become
the world’s biggest, but so did accusations of bad debts
and fraud.

Public anger 
Concern over a broader landscape of spiralling

Chinese debt prompted the government to launch a
campaign in 2017 to clean up a vast system of largely
unregulated “shadow” financing in the economy, with
P2P lending one of the casualties. Alleging lax supervi-
sion, thousands of people who lost money in P2P lend-
ing protested in Beijing’s financial district last year,
prompting a huge police presence to thwart the
demonstration. 

Government shutdowns of providers have since
gained pace, slashing their number from around
5,000 to just 1,490 since last year, the central bank
said in late November. Outstanding P2P loans peaked
about two years ago at more than $150 billion -
roughly the annual GDP of Ukraine - but that shrank
to $77 bil l ion by end-November, according to
Moody’s Investor Service.

More pain may be in store: Moody’s said this week
that the number of “troubled” P2P platforms has also
soared. Zhang Yi, chief analyst with data mining com-
pany iiMedia Research, said authorities lost control of
the rapidly growing sector. “In the end, online lending
won’t die out as an innovative, cost-effective way of
making the best use of capital. But it has to return to
its original purpose of serving small businesses and
individuals whose credit data is trackable,” he said.

Easy money 
Many platforms are looking survive by partnering

with big financial institutions or transitioning to
wealth-management products. Several leading P2P
providers did not respond to AFP requests for com-
ment. Lufax has said it would scale back its P2P
lending. Zhang estimates less than 20 percent of
platforms wil l  successful ly transform, with the
remainder facing shutdown.

He expects the turmoil to push more borrowers
towards credit products offered by big e-commerce
companies like Alibaba-affiliated online-payments
giant Ant Financial, which operates a huge money
market and a range of other financial services. The
impact for many P2P customers will endure, however.
Tales of desperate, indebted borrowers abound on
China’s internet.

A 22-year-old borrower from the eastern province
of Shandong told AFP she considered suicide after
racking up debts of around 200,000 yuan to pay her
rent and indulge in shopping. The shame sapped her
“motivation to keep my life going,” said the woman,
who spoke on condition of anonymity, fearful of being
tracked down by loan collectors. Chen Baihua, a 25-
year-old from China’s eastern Zhejiang province, ran
up debts of around 130,000 yuan, which he also was
eventually able to repay with the help of his dis-
pleased parents. The experience left him “traumatized”,
and his resulting poor credit rating may rule out future
home mortgages or car loans. He now dedicates himself
to running his family’s business selling electronic chips
wholesale, hoping to rehabilitate his credit. But he is on
a short leash. “My parents said they would only help me
out this one time. If it happens again, whether I live or
die is not their concern,” Chen said. “Easy money can
easily eat you up.” — AFP 

Demonstrators take part in a musical concert to protest against Citizen Amendment Act (CAB) in Guwahati yesterday. — AFP 

The upside-down
world of UN climate
diplomacy 

Given the stakes - the survival of civilization, no
less - it didn’t seem unreasonable to expect 196
nations gathered in Madrid to forge a global

warming action plan to declare, in clear and simple
language, that they would do a bit more, do a little
better. COP25’s final declaration, for example, could
have called on countries to foreshadow - preferably
before the end of next year - more ambition in reduc-
ing carbon pollution to tackle what scientists who
would rather bite their tongues than exaggerate call a
climate emergency.   

“Emergency” still too over-the-top? How about
“urgency”. Does “calling” on nations seems too
impolitic? Perhaps they could be “urged”. And if “carbon
pollution” offends the sensibilities of fossil fuel exporting
nations, then fingering greenhouse gases produced by
burning oil, gas and coal might do. But apparently these
options were deemed a step too far for many countries
at the 12-day climate summit, which headed into its sec-
ond day of overtime yesterday with some bleary-eyed

ministers rushing to catch planes while others hunkered
down for another sleepless night of bilaterals, huddles,
stocktakes and “informal informals” which are, in fact,
anything but informal.

Welcome to the world of climate diplomacy, where
the difference between “shall” and “should” can be
debated for days, and determine whether a treaty has
teeth or is toothless. Going into Madrid, climate negotia-
tors had two main tasks. One was to make clear their
intention to draw down more of the greenhouse gases
baking our planet and unleashing - with only one degree
Celsius of warming - a cascade of deadly droughts, heat-
waves and superstorms made more destructive by rising
seas. Under the 2015 Paris climate treaty, virtually every
country in the world laid out a voluntary plan to curb
emissions through, for example, switching to renewable
energy, planting trees, and making buildings more ener-
gy efficient. 

A fantasy land 
But the sum total of their efforts would still see Earth

hot up by well over 3C, a recipe for human misery on a
global scale. Indeed, the UN’s climate science panel says
that anything above 1.5C is asking for trouble. That
clear-and-present danger has finally registered with a
large slice of humanity, including millions of young peo-
ple who march through city streets on Fridays to embar-
rass their governments into action.

Hence the need for more ambition. But when it

comes to sending a clear signal to the world, the 197-
strong “Conference of the Parties” could do no better
than... ...encouraging Parties to use the opportunity in
2020 to reflect the highest possible ambition in
response to the urgency of addressing climate change
and with a view to achieving the long-term goals set
out in Article 2 and Article 7, paragraph 1, of the Paris
Agreement.”

The COP also, of course, “recalls the request to
Parties contained in decision 1/CP.21 paras 23 and 24,
and urges Parties to consider the gap referred to in para-
graph 5, with a view to reflecting their highest possible
ambition when responding to this request.” Negotiators
haggled over the wording of these passages for weeks,
and in the upside-down world of the UN talks the result
passes as a clarion call for action. They could yet be
watered down.

“We are in a fantasy land here,” said Alden Meyer,
strategy and policy director for the Union of
Concerned Scientists.  “I’ve been attending these cli-
mate negotiations since they first started in 1991. But
never have I seen the almost total disconnect we’ve
seen here at COP25 in Madrid between what the sci-
ence requires and the people of the world demand.”
The other big-ticket item on the agenda at COP25 was
mapping out rules for global carbon markets. It may be
done eventually, but almost certainly not this year -
negotiators prepared to punt the ball downfield to
2020’s meeting in Glasgow. — AFP 


