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On the road via the sad shepherd’s land 

 

We are hurrying on our motorcycles via North Kenya. Our goal is to reach the border 

of Ethiopia and Addis Ababa as fast as possible for sorting out Sudan and Ethiopia 

visa issues, thus our further travel across Africa and to Europe. 

Since we left the highlands around the second highest top in Africa, the majestic 

Kenyan mountain, we have arrived to an endlessly dry and hot low land. There are 

bushes with plenty of spikes around the road and we are crossing impressive dried 

river beds time to time. We feel that the air temperature has risen and the wind is 

no longer cooling even as we are racing our motorcycles, the air is extremely hot. If 

we have to stop at a place where there is no shadow, the situation is getting quite 

unpleasant, we are afraid of a simultaneous heat and sun stroke, we are quickly 

running out of the water reserves that we are carrying. We have to think if we 

actually have a spare litre of water if there is any emergency and we would have to 

carry out any repairs in the middle of the desert. Although the nature seems 

relentless within this environment burnt by the sun, we can see people, small 

settlements and, of course, herds near the road every five or ten kilometres. 

 

Across Africa without dust and mud 

We are following the Trans-African route connecting the continent from the North to 

the South. According to big signs featuring a blue flag with yellow stars placed at the 

road, the reconstruction of this road is supported by the European Union. At some 

sections we are almost flying over a perfect asphalt surface with carefully 

constructed borders and parapets. Some other places where construction works are 

still going on we experience much more difficult times. The temporary road is 

constructed at the side of the new construction, there is gravel surface heavily 

damaged by heavy trucks at some places. On top of that there is dust which cannot 

be even seen through and which is particularly unpleasant for a person riding a 

motorcycle – it is difficult to breathe, there is zero visibility and despite the attempts 

to hide behind the helmet glass dust is also getting into eyes. 

Being on this route we cannot help thinking about some aspects. On one hand, we 

are aware of the eventual terrible journey here if the new asphalt road was not built 
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with the aid by the European Union. This ride would take several days along a gravel 

road, moreover, one would face a risk of trouble because of the shortage of water in 

this hot and dusty environment. On the other hand, we do not see many cars and 

we even have doubts whether this Trans-Africa route and its reconstruction would 

ever pay back? On top of that, when we observe the new constructions we are 

surprised by the robust and high bridges built across dry riverbeds. Looking at the 

totally dry landscape one would doubt whether these structures are needed there at 

all? 

However, our questions are answered a couple of days later. Our motorcycle travel 

develops in such a way that we are forced to return to Nairobi, the capital of Kenya, 

in order to fly from there to Addis Ababu and to receive the Ethiopian visa there. We 

leave our motorcycles on the border of Ethiopia and return along the same route by 

bus going to the South this time. This turns out to be a good decision! It has been 

raining the night before and the desert that we experienced earlier has turned into a 

huge brown lake. There is a lot of water and when the bus drives along the old or 

the temporary road the wheels cannot be seen from the water, the exhaust pipe can 

no longer be seen, and when we look through the windows there is a feeling that we 

would be going by boat and not by bus along a road. There is good news for the 

builders of the new road, as this is situated well above the water level, the high 

bridges save our bus and ourselves from getting stuck in a very wet and muddy 

place for several days. 

We get even more clarity when we later get to Nairobi and visit the European Union 

Delegation in Kenya there. We meet Dorian Kimubi who is managing the 

Infrastructure Department in the Delegation and agrees to speak with us with no 

hesitation. Dorian explains to us that this is the biggest transportation project 

supported by the European Union in Kenya. A section of 122 kilometres is under 

construction now and the European Union participates with the funding of 88 million 

Euros accounting for two thirds of the total costs. This project is a part of a bigger 

project of reconstructing the section of 500 km connecting Kenya and Ethiopia. We 

tell Dorian that going along this road section has been a kind of challenge for us and 

ask what is the most difficult task for the builders of the road? It turns out that the 

biggest difficulties are related to the fact that the construction works are carried out 

far from settlements and at some places there are also safety issues. Therefore it is 

not easy to persuade good experts to go for these road construction works. He tells 

us there are also problems with water supply. Although we have seen huge flood 

there, this region is experiencing dry weather for most of the time and water for 

construction works has to be delivered from far away places. Such climate 



fluctuations, in particular, very dry weather for months followed by a couple of days 

with strong rain, also impact the road construction specifications. High capacity 

water discharge pipes and bridges of hundreds of meters are built. All the structures 

need to placed high above the general land level. We just have to agree to this 

considering what we saw during our bus ride. 

The question about the very little traffic and an eventual possibility of meeting 

anybody at all there still bothers us. Dorian is assured that the situation will change 

as soon as a high quality asphalt road is built there. He admits that the population 

density is low in North Kenya, still this could gradually change when this region is 

more accessible. In any case, this will change the quality of life of the people living 

there, will allow providing the minimum health care, education and other services to 

them. At present many cars and economic activity stops where the asphalt road 

section ends. Dorian is also assured that the trade volumes between Kenya and 

Ethiopia will increase, and as soon as there is a good road connection the volumes of 

cargoes will considerably increase. Upon concluding our conversation we agree that 

this Trans-Africa road will once be connected with the Trans-Europe road network 

and travellers like us will be able to come from Europe to Kenya within a couple of 

days with no problems at all. 

 

Misfortune of shepherd nations 

The fact that cattle breeding is the core source of income became clear to us as soon 

as we arrived to the dry vast territories in North Kenya. We enjoy the view of 

Turkana, Borana and Gabbra nations with their colourful and diverse clothing. The 

people’s magnificent ornaments and tall bodies present a vivid contrast with the 

poor vegetation and modest houses in the settlement along the road. It is definitely 

clear that the people of these shepherd nations have both grace and considerable 

endurance. It can be seen that they are walking long distances under the hot sun in 

order to find feed and water for their cattle. 

When we reach the Mojale, the border town between Kenya and Ethiopia, we no 

longer see magnificent clothes, however, also here it is clear that the economy and 

the survival of people is mainly based on cattle breeding. We learn that this territory 

is mainly inhabited by two larger nations, Oromo and Somalians. Unfortunately, we 

have to learn this in a way which is by far pleasant. 

On the border we find out that the solution of our visa issue will take some time. We 

are asked to come to the Ethiopian border guards bringing our documents also the 

next day. However, not everything runs as smooth on the next day … rebellion has 

started in the town. It turned out that at the conclusion of the Easter celebration on 



Monday morning there had been an incident involving Ethiopian military persons and 

a Somalian guard had died. This incident has triggered the long-lasting conflict 

between the two nations and now the Somalian community representatives are in 

the streets armed with stones and sticks. Some shooting can be heard now and 

then, the town turns in a battle field as barricades and fires appear on the main 

street and all the traders and pub owners try to hide behind window blinds as fast as 

they can. We are not prepared to this change of the circumstances, guards instruct 

us to hide in the border guard station. All we could do was wait and listen when 

shooting became closer and a crowd of worried people approached the border. This 

is the first time during our African voyage when we do not feel safe at all! 

The situation gets more stable in the afternoon. Unfortunately, there is no progress 

regarding our visa issue and we go back to the town to look for a possibility to 

contact our friends and supporters in Addis Ababa. The search for Wi-Fi led us to the 

office of the International Migration Organisation in Mojale where there is a sign on 

the door that a project supported by the European Union is housed there. We knock 

and ask if we could get any help with communications because in the town there are 

no other places where we could use the Internet. The office manager Kit kindly 

welcomes us and offers help with both the Internet and telephone communications. 

We are still shocked after the morning experience and start questioning Kit. 

It turns out that the long conflict between Oroma and Somalian people is the reason 

why the office of the International Migration Organisation is located in Mojale and 

why the European Union provides financial support to this office. Kit tells us about 

how two shepherd nations increasingly often face conflicts as they want to use the 

same pastures and the same poor water resources. The situation gets even more 

complicated in the years when the rain season has been poorer. For a large number 

of families the possibility to secure water for their cattle is the question of getting 

any income and even survival. 

These nations are not really willing to recognise the defined administrative borders 

and this can be understood because rain clouds and water reserves do not follow 

these borders. Unfortunately, the disputes regarding the right to use both pastures 

and water have also turned in open violent conflicts. In 2013 the tension has 

reached the highest level, many people have died and many have had to flee their 

homes and places. This has been the moment when the International Migration 

Organisation was approached for help and the European Union granted required 

financing.  

Kit’s and his team’s task is to take care of the people who have lost supporters, 

homes and sources of income in the result of this conflict. The number of such 



families and persons exceeds 500. They need help for creating new households at 

other places and in other circumstances. Aid is provided for buying construction 

materials and food. Sometimes the organisation also helps to restart a normal life 

and earning, for example, by delivering some cattle or teaching new skills. 

Kit is an Ethiopian and comes from the South East part of this huge country. He has 

experience working at the municipality and state authorities, as well as a teacher. 

Working with people facing crisis situations is not new for him because he has been 

handling Sudan refugees’ issued for several years at his home region. He has been 

working in Mojale since the end of 2014. 

We are pleasantly surprised by the calmness, kindness and steadiness radiating 

from Kit. He is prepared to tell us about what is going on in the town and in the lives 

of local people. We question him long also about Ethiopia and the nations living 

there, their languages, culture and traditions. Kit also suggests we should come to 

the territory guarded by his organisation if we no longer feel safe at Mojale. Kit’s 

kindness and the stay at his office serves as an island of safety against the 

background of rebellion in the town and the problems with our visas and logistics. 

When everything is settled four days later we leave Mojale and say good-buy to Kit, 

and we have no doubt that he is definitely a great man at the right place to take 

care of the people facing bad times together with the International Migration 

Organisation. 

When we leave Mojale and enter Ethiopia we ride long straight road sections 

stretching across dry territories covered with bush. Like it was before, we are 

accompanied by cow and sheep herds from time to time as they slowly walk just in 

the middle of the road. Still we cannot stop thinking about what Kit has told us, that 

the shepherd nations living in this region will enjoy no peace as long as there are no 

sufficient water reserves. We watch with worry cows drinking from little puddles 

formed by recent rain. We are afraid of thinking what happens here when the dry 

season sets in again? 

When we have been riding along a lonely road for some time and the last big 

settlement is approximately 50 km behind us, we suddenly notice a small 

infrastructure site displaying a sign with the European Union flag at the roadside. We 

turn our motorcycles and go to see it. What we discover is a little pumping station 

which is silent now during the rain season just a donkey walking grazing nearby. 

However, it looks that pumps are operated during other seasons and water is 

pumped both in a bigger reservoir and also in tanks for giving water to cattle. It 

seems that the European funding has been used also for solving the causes for the 

conflict and not only its consequences. It feels better at heart when we see the 



European Union flag here, and we leave with a little hope that the life of shepherd 

nations is at least slightly better here now. 
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