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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Tourism has boomed in Tanzania amidst the government’s
efforts to attract five million tourists and bring in US$6
billion in revenue from the sector annually.’ To achieve this
goal, however, the Tanzanian state is ruthlessly trampling on
Indigenous rights to expand operations of luxury safari expe-
ditions.? Over the last decade, the Maasai living in Loliondo?
and the Ngorongoro Conservation Area (NCA)* have had
their lives upended by the government’s campaign to evict
them from their lands. Forced evictions to make way for
trophy hunting by the Emirati royal family,’ brutal violence by
state security forces,® arbitrary arrests, and flawed resettle-
ment plans’ have captured media headlines.® However, the
stealth maneuvers of a US-based safari company, Thomson
Safaris, to solidify its claims over Maasai land have failed to
garner attention.

Since 2006, the Mondorosi, Sukenya, and Soitsambu
villages in the Loliondo Division of the Ngorongoro District?
have been ensnared in a prolonged struggle for the return
of their lands against Tanzania Conservation Limited (TCL)
— a company run by the owners of Thomson Safaris, a high
profile, award-winning, Boston-based tourism company.
Local communities seek to reclaim 10,000 acres of land in
what is known to them as the Sukenya farm, originally trans-
ferred without their Free, Prior, and Informed Consent and
vital to their pastoral livelihoods.™

Capitalizing on the chaos of evictions from Loliondo and
the NCA and widespread repression that sent local leaders
into hiding, Thomson Safaris is attempting to legitimize
its control of the Sukenya farm. With government support,
the company allegedly facilitated the resurvey of the land in

-

A Maasai man walking near the Sukenya farm in January 2023 © The Oakland Institute

July 2022, but without participation of the local communi-
ty. Since then, the strict enforcement of the new boundaries
has aggravated daily hardships for the villagers who report
incidents of violence — allegedly committed by Thomson
Safaris’ guides — against pastoralists and their children while
grazing cattle. Local villagers claim that Thomson Safaris is
now lobbying the government to reclassify the land for the
exclusive use of luxury tourism — a designation that would
deny local communities the right to graze and water their
cattle in the area.

Attorneys in Tanzania representing Thomson Safaris denied
the allegations about the resurvey and its impact on villagers
in response to an inquiry by the Oakland Institute. Calling the
claims “baseless,” the firm failed to provide any evidence that
the resurvey took place with full community participation. Fur-
thermore, Thomson Safaris’ lawyers deflected any responsibility
by highlighting the role played by government institutions in the
resurvey and did not provide any details to refute the instances
of violence allegedly committed by the company’s staff.

The role and responsibility of a so-called sustainable
American safari outfit that is capitalizing on the Tanzanian
government’s brutal repression of Indigenous pastoralists to
legitimize a land grab cannot be ignored. Thomson Safaris
continues to draw wealthy tourists to the area while villag-
ers live in a constant state of fear, their lives and livelihoods
imperiled." Despite the daily hardships endured and the
failure of the judicial system to uphold their land rights, local
Indigenous communities remain steadfast in their struggle
for the return of their lands, the defense of their rights, and
the preservation of their way of life.




LAND GRABBED 40 YEARS AGO

In 1984, a Tanzanian parastatal company, Tanzania Brewer-
ies Ltd (TBL) obtained a title for 10,000 acres of land for the
purposes of barley production in Soitsambu village on the
country’s northern border. This title would later be extended
by 2,617 acres in 2003.”2 Before awarding these titles, the
Ngorongoro District Council never received the Free, Prior,
and Informed Consent of the local Maasai communities.”
Moreover, no compensation was provided for their land.™ In
the ensuing years, TBL only used approximately 8oo acres
of this land for barley production, and the villagers contin-
ued to graze their livestock, water their cattle, and build their
bomas — traditional Maasai homes — in the area. By 1999,
the villagers had retaken possession of the land that remained
unused by TBL."s

In 2006, Tanzania Conservation Limited (TCL) — a company
operated by the owners of the Boston-based tourism com-
pany, Thomson Safaris — purchased a 96-year lease to 12,617
acres of land from TBL.® Soitsambu village — which has since
been divided into the Mondorosi, Sukenya and Soitsambu
villages — contested the sale. The village representatives
argued that the land was transferred to TBL in 1984 with-
out their consent” and that local communities had regained
the land through adverse possession after TBL effectively
abandoned the area.’® The owners of TCL ignored these
claims and renamed the area the Enashiva Nature Refuge.'

As documented in the Oakland Institute’s 2018 report,
Losing the Serengeti, since TCL acquired the Sukenya farm,
the local Maasai communities have been denied access
to vital grazing areas and watering holes.*> Numerous
media investigations have reported that Maasai pastoralists
have faced violence, harassment, and arrest at the hands
of local police officers, who are called in by the company to
forcibly remove Maasai “trespassing” on the Enashiva
Nature Refuge,® which the company has since renamed the
Eastern Serengeti Nature Refuge.?> These same allegations
were raised in a letter to the Tanzanian government from the
United Nations’ Special Rapporteur on the rights of Indig-
enous Peoples, Chair of the Working Group on the use of
mercenaries, and Special Rapporteur on torture and other
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.?

In 2011, over 550 Maasai from the three impacted villages
met to discuss their next course of action.** They proposed
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that the villages reacquire ownership over 10,617 acres of the
farm, while Thomson Safaris would retain ownership over
2,000 acres.® The company refused to meet with the Maasai
to negotiate.?®

o

One of the community meetings that took place in 2011. Source: Local NGO

On July 4, 2013, the village councils of the Mondorosi,
Sukenya, and Soitsambu villages filed a lawsuit in the
High Court of Tanzania at Arusha for the return of the
12,617 acres.” Sandet Ole Reya, a Maasai traditional leader,
described in his testimony how the displacement of the
villagers by TCL involved the burning of bomas and forced
removal from the disputed land.?® Another witness, Shan-
gwe Isata Ndekere of Sukenya village, testified that after
Thomson Safaris’ arrival in 2006, all villagers were forced to
relocate their cattle and their bomas were destroyed. “The
bomas that were built on the land were burnt down...as a
result of this, people were physically hurt, beaten by the
police, and prosecuted.”?

On October 28, 2015, the court recognized that TCL had
unlawfully acquired 2,617 acres but did not award any
damages to the Maasai.*® The High Court stated that both
parties (TCL and the villages) and relevant authorities
should be involved in returning the 2,617 acres to the
villages.> As the court’s decision left the remaining 10,000
acres in the hands of TCL, the three villages filed an appeal
for the full return of their lands.



Sipping Champagne with the Maasai Warriors

In 1981, American Judi Wineland and her New Zealand-born husband Rick Thomson founded Thomson Safaris.
Based in Watertown, Massachusetts, the safari outfit bills itself as an award-winning, internationally renowned
travel company that “integrates social and environmental best practices into every aspect of the business.”

Despite allegations of widespread human rights abuses, Thom-
son Safaris remains the “preferred Tanzania operator by some
of the world’s most respected institutions of higher education,
museums, and conservation organizations.”® These include the
African Wildlife Foundation, Alumnae Association of Smith College,
Commonwealth Club of California, Cornell Adult University,
Dartmouth Alumni Travel, Hunt’s Photo & Video, lowa State Traveling
Cyclones, McKay Photography Academy, Notre Dame Alumni Travel-
ing Irish, Princeton Journeys, UC Berkeley — Cal Discoveries Travel,
University of Portland, Williams College, and World Affairs Council of
Philadelphia.>+ Other prominent institutions, including the Harvard
Alumni Association, also use Thomson Safaris for luxury group tours.»

Customer review of the Eastern Serengeti
Nature Refuge®

Today, Thomson Safaris has rebranded the Enashiva Nature Refuge as the Eastern Serengeti Nature Refuge.:
Blissfully ignoring the continual strife between the company and local villagers, Thomson Safaris advertises the
close connections tourists can forge with the local Maasai community, claiming that “the residents are happy to

foster genuine cultural interactions in their own homes” with visitors.”

Women from Mondorosi village, identities protected for fear of retribution © The Oakland Institute
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COURTS FAIL TO PROVIDE JUSTICE

More than four years after the appeal was filed by the three impacted villages for the full return of their land, on February 18,
2022, the Tanzanian Court of Appeal ruled that the dispute should be resolved administratively outside the Court.® The ruling
was based on legislative changes in 2018 and 2020 that prevent government bodies from suing each other.#° Since the village
councils who brought the case are technically government bodies, they were informed that they could not use private counsel.
The result was that the 2015 High Court ruling — in which Thomson Safaris was allowed to retain 10,000 acres of the farm —was
upheld. Communities allege that Thomson Safaris influenced the Solicitor General’s office, pressuring them to have the Court
of Appeal drop the case.# The ability of a US company to reportedly influence the outcome shocked local advocates.

The same day as the ruling, the Mondorosi, Sukenya, and Soitsambu village councils wrote a letter to the Attorney General
requesting “private advocates to continue with our legal representation in the negotiation process to help us in technical is-
sues for the purposes of access to justice.”# The village councils also wrote to the Solicitor General, asking for a “participatory
and transparent” process to settle the dispute.# The villages requested a resurvey of the farm by an independent surveyor and
for villagers to “continue with their activities including grazing in the disputed area in question without any disturbance.”#
Finally, the village councils penned a letter to the Minister of Lands, Housing and Human Settlements Development “request-
ing to reject for the coming proposal to be made by Thomson Safaris/Tanzania Conservation Limited concerning the change
on the use of the disputed land [the Sukenya farm] from pastoralism and farming to conservation and tourism.”# The villages
fear this land use change would further endanger their livelihoods. These letters have yet to receive responses.

Soon after the February 2022 ruling, state attorneys, TCL lawyers and management disregarded the communities’ legal counsel
and began negotiating with community members who were not involved in the court case.*¢ When village leaders demanded a
seat at the table, they report being intimidated with threats of arrest by state security forces and Thomson agents.+

Letter sent to the Attorney General by the village councils from
Mondorosi, Sukenya, and Soitsambu Maasai entering their boma © The Oakland Institute
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THOMSON SAFARIS RESURVEYS SUKENYA FARM AMIDST VIOLENT
DEMARCATION OF LAND IN LOLIONDO

As previously reported by the Oakland Institute, the villag-
ers’ struggle is part of a wider campaign by the Tanzanian
government to forcibly displace Indigenous pastoralists to
make way for tourist destinations.#® On June 8, 2022, the
Tanzanian government initiated the illegal*® demarcation
of over 370,000 acres of land within the Loliondo Division
of Ngorongoro District — the division in which the three
impacted villages reside — to reclassify the area from the
Loliondo Game Controlled Area into the Pololeti Game Re-
serve. This has since denied 70,000 people access to dry-sea-
son grazing land critical to their livestock and livelihoods.>

The forced demarcation led to widespread violence as LA ol :
security forces fired live ammunition on the Maasai, Maasai protesting evictions in Loliondo injured by security forces in June
severely wounding 18 men and 13 women.s' An 8s-year-old 3523 © The Oa A RERIEIERIe

man, Oriais Oleng’iyo, remains missing as of March 2024

after reportedly being taken into police custody.”

Thousands, including women and children, fled to Kenya for

safety. Dozens of local political leaders and villagers were

arrested while others were forced into hiding.s

According to the local communities, Thomson took advan-
tage of this increasing state violence against the Maasai and
the ensuing chaos to consolidate its claim to the Sukenya
farm. Just weeks after the June 2022 crackdown, Thomson
Safaris moved forward on the resurvey.> Between July 1 and
July 7, 2022, Daniel Yamar, Thomson Safaris’ manager in
Loliondo, district surveyors, the state attorney, and the
police resurveyed the disputed land,® ignoring local com-
munities’ February 2022 request for an independent survey-
or. The resurvey reduced TCLs holdings from 12,617 acres
to 10,000 acres in accordance with the 2015 court ruling.
However, community members were not included in the
process, a direct violation of the High Court’s 2015 ruling
that both TCL and the Maasai be involved in the return
of this land to the afflicted villages.> As they were illegally
excluded from the resurvey process, local Maasai
communities had no say on which areas of the farm they
would receive and which areas Thomson Safaris would keep
for itself. With the survey complete, vegetation was cleared
and new roads have been constructed in the area for the use
of Thomson Safaris.

Live ammunition fired by Tanzanian security forces on Maasai, June 8, 2022

© The Oakland Institute
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“It is ridiculous because if you do a survey of a land, then the whole community must be
involved, there must be a village council involved. But none of those structures have been
involved... That shows that they were using the opportunity that people are not settled

because of land conflict in Loliondo. That is actually the opportunity they used to
demarcate and put beacons.”

- A Maasai elder?”

Beacon placed during July 2022 resurvey of Sukenya farm © The Oakland Institute i Road cleared on the Sukenya farm for use by Thomson Safaris, January
2023 © The Oakland Institute

Concerns of the Maasai villagers about the change in the land use of the Sukenya farm have proven justified. TCL and Thomson
Safaris are now allegedly lobbying the Tanzanian government to change the land use in the surrounding area exclusively for
tourism — a move that would further prohibit Maasai pastoralists’ livestock from accessing water and grazing land. Thomson
has long advocated for this change but was unable to proceed as the court case was ongoing. With the February 2022 ruling
that the farm dispute be resolved out of court — that is, by the district and national officials that have either ignored the Maasai’s
requests for a fair resolution or illegally excluded them from the resurveying process — communities fear the land use change will
be enacted. This would decimate the livelihoods of the Mondorosi, Sukenya, and Soitsambu villages.
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ABUSE AT THE HANDS OF SAFARI GUIDES

In the months following the February 2022 ruling, the situation
continued to deteriorate for the impacted villages. While laws
governing land use in the area have yet to be changed, Thom-
son reportedly used guides and security forces to crack down
on pastoralists grazing cattle in the area, in line with its past
actions.® Parents allege that Thomson Safaris’ employees
and agents have beaten their children. One parent said, “On
July 8, 2022, around the land in dispute [the Sukenya farm]
my boy was taking care of the livestock when he was caught
by a Thomson Safaris’ guide and beaten for no reason. He
suffered injuries on his body. This is very unfair and a violation
of humanrights. Our rights have been violated by an intruderin
our ancestors’ land — we need international support!”®

Another parent shared a similar incident that reportedly
occurred the following day. “Unfortunately, on July 9, 2022,

my child was grazing my livestock around the
farm and he was caught by a Thomson Safaris’ guide during
the patrol of the farm. In fact, the livestock were not even
on the farm and in village land, but my child was beaten by
a Thomson Safaris’ guide. My child was injured and suffers
from psychological problems as the result of the beating. It
has been difficult for us to claim our right since the govern-
ment is on the side of the company and sometimes police
may do patrol around that farm.”®

In September 2022, four boys from the Sukenya sub-village
were also allegedly beaten by a Thomson Safaris’ guide for
bringing their cattle on the farm.® In protest, several villagers
tore down five beacons demarcating the new farm boundaries
and, as a result, faced harassment by the police.®

BORDER RESURVEY IMPACTS DAILY LIFE

Already living in fear of violence, stricter enforcement of the
new boundaries by Thomson Safaris has created addition-
al hardships for the communities. The boundaries of the
Sukenya farm effectively split the Mondorosi village, sep-
arating the Enadoshoke and Irmasiling sub-villages from
schools, hospitals, and other basic government services
located on the other side of the property.s While the case
was ongoing, community members could at times cross the
farm. However, since the resurvey and the February 2022
court ruling, Thomson employees and agents have been
patrolling and preventing community members from enter-
ing the land. Villagers now must walk additional hours by
foot to access these essential services.” The separation of
the Irmasiling sub-village from the main hospital located in
Soitsambu has been especially difficult for pregnant women,
who in some cases have reportedly foregone care due to the
distance.®® Communities — not consulted during the resur-
vey — were unable to demand an easement path to directly
cross the Sukenya farm and avoid the current hardships.%

Finally, through this rigid enforcement of the new farm bor-
ders, communities have lost access to prime grazing land.
This has been particularly devastating in the context of the
drought that ravaged the Horn of Africa — including northern
Tanzania — between 2020 and 2023. Decreasing pasture and
water have led to millions of cattle deaths, thus devastating
pastoralist livelihoods.” Continued enforcement of the land
survey, conducted without the participation of the impacted
communities, has exerted further pressure onto an already
dire situation.

www.oaklandinstitute.org

Map showing new boundaries of Sukenya farm. Strict
enforcement of the boundaries by Thomson Safaris has
divided Mondorosi village and restricted access to grazing
land for villagers?
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THOMSON SAFARIS’ RESPONSE TO ALLEGATIONS

When given an opportunity to respond to the allegations
raised in the report regarding the resurvey process and
the impact it had on local communities, Thomson Safaris,
through its lawyers in Tanzania, called the claims “baseless.”
The June 18, 2023, email response sent by the company’s
lawyers failed to provide evidence that the resurvey was
conducted with full local community participation. It instead
deflected responsibility, saying, “the resurvey exercise was
supervised by the office of the Solicitor General of the United
Republic of Tanzania. Issues relating to change of land use
are in the exclusive domain of the Commissioner for Land
and the allegations of violence are handled by the Tanzania
Police Force. Consequently, please be advised to consult the
office of the Solicitor General, the Commissioner for Land
and the Tanzania Police Force for their response to the alle-
gations before you publish these unjustified allegations.””?

The response also did not address the incidents of violence
reported to have been committed by Thomson Safaris’
employees or the imposition of new constraints on access to
grazing land. Thomson Safaris’ lawyers then chose to ques-
tion the Oakland Institute’s legal status in Tanzania.

“Again, your letter suggests that all the allegations there-
of, are alleged to have occurred in the United Republic of

Tanzania. These facts presuppose that you are authorized to
operate as a Non-Governmental Organization in the United
Republic of Tanzania under the laws of the United Repub-
lic of Tanzania...as such, we request you to confirm to us
that you are authorized to operate in the United Republic of
Tanzania as a Non-Governmental Organization and kindly
share with us a copy of your registration certificate to this
effect issued to you under the laws of the United Republic of
Tanzania... under the provisions of the Non-Governmental
Organization Act Cap. 56 (hereinafter “the Act) of the laws
of the United Republic of Tanzania, it is an offence for any
person to operate a Non-Governmental Organization in the
United Republic of Tanzania without obtaining registration
under the Act.”7

The Oakland Institute is a legally registered 501(c)(3)
non-profit organization in the United States, a fact which
has no bearing on its ability to raise these issues with
Thomson Safaris. The response does not explain why
the Oakland Institute must be registered as a Tanzanian
NGO in order to share findings or ask the company
questions. The pervasive threat of retribution in Tanzania
has largely silenced local organizations who instead have
been forced to partner anonymously with international
organizations.

Promotional materials advertising the Eastern Serengeti Nature Refuge. Source: https://thomsonsafaris.com/explore-eastern-serengeti-nature-refuge/
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VILLAGES STRUGGLE FOR JUSTICE

“Tourist money to Thomson Safaris is causing innocent Maasai children to suffer.”

Villagers from the Mondorosi, Sukenya and Soitsambu villag-
es continue to seek legal pathways and remain committed to
the full return of their land. On November 20, 2023, 141 people
in the three impacted villages filed a 9o-day notice of inten-
tion to sue the Commissioner for Land, Ngorongoro District
Council, and Attorney General for the return of all their land.”
The notice cites how the villagers have been denied access to
critical grazing area and water resources by TCL employees
and agents, who have “violently mistreated” them. If TCLs
land title is not immediately revoked and the company does
not return the remaining 10,000 acres to the community, civil
proceedings will ensue. The villagers are also requesting 200
billion Tanzanian Shillings [US$79.5 million] in damages for
the economic and social hardships inflicted on them over
decades in order for TCL to profit from tourism on their land.

Despite the repression and risk of retribution, villagers hope
for justice and a resolution to the ongoing crisis they face at
the hands of Thomson Safaris. “I depend on my livestock for
my livelihood and taking care of my children. How do we get
our land back since we have no place to graze our livestock
anymore? When will all these human rights abuses stop?"7¢
Another villager added “I kindly request any support from dif-
ferent parts of the world to stop this violation of human rights
and abuse of community rights that is done by Thomson
Safaris and our government.””?

Over the past two years, the Tanzanian government has
repeatedly shown it will aid and abet foreign corporations
operating luxury safaris at the expense of the Indigenous
Maasai communities who have stewarded these lands for

JJA‘. !

- A Maasai elder74

generations. The escalating repression of land defenders in
Loliondo has provided Thomson Safaris an opportunity to
solidify its long-disputed land claims. The company, local
communities allege, has failed to adhere to international hu-
man rights obligations as a so-called sustainable tourism
operator. In light of the failure of the courts to administer
justice, international pressure on Thomson Safaris and the
Tanzanian government is imperative to support the coura-
geous struggle of the villagers for their land, their rights,
their livelihoods, and their way of life.

“We call upon the international
community, regional human rights
defenders, human rights organizations,
goodwill institutions and individuals

to support our community at these
critical moments toward access to fair
justice. We hope justice cannot be simply
granted but are fought for and one day
our Almighty God will show the World
that, we are the rightfully owners of our
land inherited from ancestors.”

- Statement by community representatives from impacted villages

Young herders fleeing at the sight of the research team’s vehicle © The Oakland Institute
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