
1 CASE Nº 16 - Natural Resource Management Program and Water Tower Protection and Climate Change Programme

The killing of Robert Kirotich, 
shooting of Elias Kimaiyo, 
and violent evictions of the 
Sengwer of Embobut
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On April 2, 2017, Elias Kimaiyo was taking photographs 
of Kenya Forest Service (KFS) guards, documenting 
their activities as they burned the homes of his 
neighbors, indigenous Sengwer people in the Embobut 
Forest of Western Kenya. KFS guards spotted Kimaiyo 
and started chasing him and shooting. As he tried to run 
away through the steep Cherangany Hills, he fell and 
broke his kneecap. Catching up with him, one of the 
guards hit him with the butt of a rifle, breaking his right 
arm. When community members heard Elias calling 
out in agony they raised the alarm, shouting. The KFS 
guards ran away, taking Elias’ cameras and evidence. 

The Kenya Forest Service and its parent Ministry of 
Environment and Natural Resources embrace an explicit 
strategy of forced eviction of forest communities, under 
the pretext of protecting the forest from deforestation.1 
The Sengwer, however, are committed to conserving 
their lands and natural resources, and their rights to 
their forest homes are protected by law.2 High profile 
investigations of KFS, on the other hand, have revealed 
that the agency has been profiting off of illegal logging, 
resulting in investigations and firings of several senior 
officials, including the agency’s director.3

The KFS guards who shot at Elias were implementing 
a project called the Water Tower Protection and 
Climate Change Programme (WaTER), financed by the 
European Union’s European Development Fund (EDF) 
since 2016.4 The WaTER project aims to help eradicate 
poverty through improved ecosystem management in 
two of Kenya’s five main “water towers,” the forested 
mountainous regions from which Kenya’s water 
flows down to the rest of the country. The project 
goal is laudable, but implementation required proper 
protections to avoid fueling human rights abuses, as the 
experience of previous development finance projects 
made clear. 

Between 2007 and 2013, after receiving US$57 million 
from the World Bank to carry out a Natural Resources 
Management Project, KFS guards engaged in a series of 

attacks on the Sengwer, arresting community members, 
burning their homes and destroying their property.5 
An investigation by the World Bank’s independent 
accountability mechanism, the Inspection Panel, found 
that the Bank should have anticipated the risk of violent 
evictions given that eviction “was a main task of this 
Department of the KFS before, during, and after the 
conclusion of the [project]”.6

Sengwer families fleeing Embobut  
Forest to escape the threat of eviction.
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World Bank president Jim Yong Kim acknowledged 
the Bank’s responsibility and met with Kenyan 
President Kenyatta in late 2014, as he had promised 
in his response to the Inspection Panel’s report.7 In 
March 2015, the Bank, together with the Ministry of 
Environment, Water and Natural Resources, hosted 
a colloquium to bring forest communities and KFS 
together to try to find a solution, yet little progress was 
achieved.8 The EU was well aware of this history when it 
approved funding for WaTER.9 

In late 2017, the violence by KFS escalated. On 
Christmas day, over 100 guards converged on the 
forest. On December 29th, they began burning homes, 
destroying families food stores and personal property, 
and stealing their livestock. KFS guards shot at 
community members, targeting elders and leaders who 
had spoken out. UN experts and Human rights groups 
around the world joined the Sengwer in condemning 
the attacks and called for the immediate suspension 
of EU funding.10 The EU Ambassador to Kenya later 
reported that he told KFS that “the use of force by Kenya 
Forest Service guards in the Embobut Forest or elsewhere 
against innocent locals would lead the EU to suspend its 
financial support...”11

The evictions continued. On January 9th, 2018, Paul 
Kitum Elias (aka Kiptuga), chairman of the Sengwer 
council at Embobut was preparing to attend a meeting 
with Kenyan and EU officials to discuss the crisis, when 
a KFS official called him on his cell phone to ascertain 
whether he was at his home. A few hours later, ten 
KFS guards arrived. As Kiptuga ran, the guards began 
shooting, reportedly shouting “Kill him, kill him, kill 
him!”12

Armed KFS and police support entering 
Embobut Forest January 2014.

David Kiptilkesi was shot in the knee  
by KFS guards January 2018.

FP
P/

SI
PP

Then on January 16, 2018 while a group of Sengwer 
community members were tending their cattle, guards 
sprayed them with bullets. Robert Kirotich, 41-year old 
father of seven was killed, and David Kiptilkesi was shot 
through the knee. Another Sengwer man was injured.13

On 17th January 2018, EU officials finally announced 
the suspension of funding to the WaTER project.14

“This is the beginning of a first step in our land rights 
struggles,” Elias reflected. “If they had listened to us (and 
we have been crying for a long time), then this would not 
have happened, and the funds could have been used in a 
constructive way to help conservation and not used in a 
violent way for human rights violations. It seems to have 
taken Robert Kirotich being sacrificed for these people to 
listen.”
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