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From “Grass to Grace”: Maasai Kajiado Women 
Dairy Co-operative Society’s Milk for Sustainable 
Livelihoods in Drylands 

CASE STUDY 

 

Our clarion call is “Eeku nameni eriroi” translated loosely to mean that” those that are looked 
down upon end up becoming favorites at some point”. 

- Victor Lengen, Managing Director, MKWDC 

 

On a hot mid-morning Monday, 23rd January 2023, the Chairlady of the Maasai Kajiado 

Women Dairy Co-operative Society (MKWDC), Agnes, turned to her Board of 

management (Board) to raise a question she had been waiting all week to pose: 

“Well, ladies, are you with me in this new venture? Is it a ‘go’? Shall we get into steer 

fattening and feeds business and scale our co-operative operations by processing milk? I 

strongly feel that the big step needed is on feeds. Together we have to think critically on 

how the co-operative is going to survive the aftermath of the ravaging drought and what our 

next step towards self-sustainability will be.” 

 
1 Professor Simon Wagura Ndiritu and Sitonik Reuben Olkishoo prepared this case as the basis for class 
discussion rather than to illustrate either effective or ineffective handling of an administrative or 
managerial situation. Copyright ©2023, Strathmore University. No part of this publication may be 
digitized, copied, or otherwise reproduced, posted, or transmitted without the permission of Strathmore 
University. The views expressed in the case are those of the author, and not of any organization mentioned 
in the case study.  
This work was supported by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation under Markets Transformation for 
Pastoralists - Pathfinder & Platform (MTP) INV-049016.   
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“The last twenty-four months have been very difficult for the co-operative given that we 

have had five failed rainy seasons in the areas where our women produce the milk. We are 

not able to meet our milk supply targets and our revenue has been on a declining trajectory.” 

(see Exhibit 1). Miriam Pushati, the Treasurer interjected.  

There was uncertainty as to the implication of the drought on the financial performance 

of the co-operative, with worries that the surplus might dip by up to 80%. What 

exacerbated the uncertainty was the fact that the drought was not showing any signs of 

ceding anytime soon. Mr. Victor Lengen (Victor), the co-operative’s Managing Director 

joined the ladies as they were having tea and had this to say:  

“A couple of years back, the Board decided to focus on the acquisition of property as a co-

operative. This property was intended to boost the process of value addition and scaling up.” 

According to Victor, the co-operative decided to buy two parcels of land in Kajiado town 

at the cost of Kshs. 1.5 million each and proceeded to build a go-down (warehouse) at a 

cost of Kshs. 4.5 million that was used in the value addition process.2  

“We acquired Kshs. 3 million from our savings after the sale of our fattened steers and 

borrowed the rest from the bank which we have not finished paying yet.” added Victor. 

As the ladies walked out of the two-hour meeting, it was evident that something had to 

be done to save MKWDC from getting wiped out of the market. This intervention needed 

to be done fast. The co-operative collected milk from its members from various parts of 

the vast Kajiado county (Exhibit 2). With well-structured collection centers, the co-

operative had the potential to improve the livelihood of poor Maasai women. Among the 

Maasai community, women played various roles in the family. As part of their task, they 

milked their cows in the morning and evening. The milk was then used for domestic 

consumption and the surpluses would sometimes get spoilt. During the rainy season, 

milk production was high, and families could not consume all the milk domestically. 

Before the introduction of MKWDC society, there was no formal market in place to 

absorb the excesses and hence milk spoilage was inevitable.      

Background and history of the MKWDC society 

MKWDC is a pastoralists’ producer organization that mobilizes, collects, markets, and 

does value addition to organic (raw) milk. The co-operative society was founded and 

owned by dairy farmers majority of them women, from Kajiado county. The community-

based co-operative started off as a self-help group in 2005. It was established first as a 

dairy by a group of 400 Maasai women from Kajiado county with the sole purpose of 

 
2 Kajiado town is approximately 80 kilometres from Nairobi City, Kenya. The exchange rate at the time of 
writing the case was 1US$ = 142 Kenya shillings (Kshs.). 
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selling their milk collectively to enable them reap maximum benefits from their livestock 

through collective bargaining. 

The co-operative’s idea attracted a merger of six more women groups in 2008 that formed 

the now MKWDC Society Limited. These women groups include Oloililai 1, Oloililai 2, 

Oltarakwai, Ilkipirash Oleleshwa, Nareto, and Osotua. Three years later the seven women 

groups pooled together and registered as a co-operative in 2011 and named it Maasai 

Kajiado Women Dairy Co-operative Society Ltd. The groups were run and managed by 

delegates who had representation in the Board of MKWDC.  

Since its inception, the co-operative went a long way to alleviate poverty in Kajiado 

county by empowering the Maasai women and giving them a chance to share ideas and 

network to strengthen their entrepreneurship skills. Their major ambition was to create 

a long-lasting earning strategy for the women for them to improve their livelihoods and 

promote the education of their children. The girl-children were the main beneficiaries of 

this initiative since their closest confidants - their mothers, were earning something little 

to support their education and primary needs like sanitary towels, clothing, home 

lighting systems and clean water. 

From ‘Grass to Grace’ 

The motivation behind the establishment of the MKWDC was for the empowerment of 

women who were destined by culture to just give birth and take care of the children, men 

and the livestock at home. Women and girls were sidelined in the decision-making 

process, and both remained inferior members of the society. Their education was not a 

priority. Instead, early unconsented marriages were the order of the day. This was largely 

contributed by the women’s lack of income or income generating activities. MKWDC 

introduced to them the value of their milk and this was received with great enthusiasm. 

Their motto was thus crafted as, “From grass to grace”.  

By 2022, the co-operative had more than 5,000 members of which 3,777 were actively 

involved. The co-operative’s turnover grew well, increasing from Kshs. 59.1 million in 

2012 to Kshs. 87.6 million in 2013. There was however a slight drop to Kshs. 80.1 million 

in 2014 due to climate-related factors. The years between 2015 to 2018 were most affected 

to the extent of almost forcing closure of the co-operative due to lack of milk supply. In 

2019, the co-operative introduced a farm-gate transport system to minimize members’ 

transportation costs which increased milk volume from 1.9 million liters to 2.9 million 

liters in 2020 to 7.2 million liters in 2021. The co-operative’s core activity revolved around 

milk collection, transportation, milk value addition, and marketing for its members. In 

return, MKWDC paid its members 90% of milk sales at the end of every month with 10% 

catering for staff and operation costs.  
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Member Involvement and Organizational Structure  

The co-operative had a very close and tightly knit relationship with its members. 

Through general meetings at their respective centers, the co-operative met its members 

and addressed whichever issues that may have arisen. Through consensus, the co-

operative also involved the members in decision-making. The co-operative had a big list 

of delegates that took up the supervisory role in the organization. The co-operative also 

ensured that through the board of management and the executive committees, the entire 

membership was informed of the progress of the organization.   

All the members had been registered and have a membership certificate that was 

serialized, and data was stored safely in the co-operative’s databank. The organization 

had an annual general meeting which was final in the decision-making process and a 

Board that oversaw the operations of the organization. 

Milk collection process 

Every morning on a normal day, the Maasai women woke up early to milk their cows and 

stored their milk in milk cans and sometimes plastic jerry-cans awaiting transportation 

to the nearest collection center. Some of the women walked a few miles carrying their 

milk in kyondos to the nearest collection/pickup point.3 Concurrently, the drivers for 

MKWDC would drive their vehicles to the collection centers. Along the way, they 

collected milk from farmers who were lucky to reside near the road. Those in remote 

areas that were inaccessible by vehicles used motorbikes (popularly referred to as 

‘bodabodas’) to ferry the milk to the roads or to nearby collection centers. At the 

collection centers, milk was received, and recorded and milk cards signed by the data 

clerks before the farmers took back their cards (Exhibit 5).  

Drivers then signed against the number of liters they had received from the center and 

transported the milk to the main cooling plants in either Kajiado or Ilbissil for cooling 

and storage ready for ferrying to New Kenya Co-operative Creameries (KCC). The milk 

was later collected by tankers from new KCC and a delivery note was issued.  

Milk processing industry in Kenya 

The milk processing industry in Kenya comprised of large, medium and small-scale 

processors. They processed a variety of products that ranged from milk, yoghurt, butter, 

cheese, cream and ice cream. The business was a thriving enterprise especially because 

the milk was hawked locally and also transported formally for processing. The industry 

was monopolized by the earlier KCC until early-1990s where this monopoly was 

 
3 Kyondos are carrier bags made of traditionally woven material. They are popularly used by women in 
carrying a variety of items. 
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challenged by privately owned processors such as Brookside, Delamere and Ilara 

(Nderitu & Ndiritu, 2018)4.  

Following interference by political forces, mismanagement, and political rent seeking 

behavior, the giant KCC collapsed in the early 1990s ending the long dominance of KCC. 

The collapse of KCC saw the introduction of other large-scale processors and the 

emergence of many private small-scale investors. The revitalization of new KCC in 2008 

however reintroduced further competition in the industry. Private processors had to 

withstand the pressure from the awakened giant. The milk business also grappled against 

the local milk vendors who sold their milk locally in raw form. This battle has not been 

won to this day.  

“Through their representation on the board of Kenya Dairy Board (KDB) (representation 

was not extended to informal milk vendors) and through advertising campaigns, they tried 

to restrict the activities of informal milk vendors, but so far without success." (Poulton & 

Kanyinga, 2014)5 

Recently, the KDB categorized the main players in the processed milk sector to be 

dominated by privately-owned Brookside Dairy Limited at 40%. New KCC followed with 

a 25% market share. This was followed by Sameer Agriculture and Livestock Limited 

followed and Githunguri Dairies at 14% and 12 % market share respectively. Brookside 

Dairy registered immense growth during its 30 years of existence. The company 

expanded its market to East and Central Africa. Although Brookside still dominated the 

market, trends of larger companies relinquishing their market share to smallholder 

processors were commonplace. By 2015, the smallholder processors collectively 

controlled a 31% of the market share which was indicative of increased competition in a 

country with the highest per capita milk consumption (110 liters) in East Africa.6  

Milk processing firms played a crucial role in the food processing sector. They 

contributed largely to economic stability and the nutrition basket. As indicated by the 

KDB, Kenya had 29 milk processing firms by 2019. The industry was estimated to 

contribute to about 4% of the National GDP and 14% of the Agricultural GDP. 

Smallholder dairy farmers held a 56% share of the total volumes produced. It was 

 
4 Nderitu, P. C., & Ndiritu, S. W. (2018). Effects of mergers on processed milk market in Kenya. Journal of 
Agribusiness in Developing and Emerging Economies, 8(3), 480–500. https://doi.org/10.1108/JADEE-04-
2016-0021 
5 Poulton, C., & Kanyinga, K. (2014). The Politics of Revitalising Agriculture in Kenya. Development Policy 
Review, 32(2), 151-s172. https://doi.org/10.1111/dpr.12080 
6 East Africa is comprised of Burundi, Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, Tanzania, South Sudan and more recently, 
the Democratic Republic of Congo. 
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estimated that the sector had 1.8 million smallholder farmers, making up over 80% of the 

producers.  

The milk processing was done by firms that were mainly situated at the food-rich regions 

of the country. The industry was extremely competitive especially when processors 

struggled to balance the costs of processing and maintaining low pricing of the product. 

The industries had the task of beating the importation of milk by foreign firms and 

dominating the local markets. This competitive advantage was only achievable through 

price control (Rademaker et al., 2016)7. Various studies, however, agreed that firm 

performance described how well a firm achieved its set objectives. Superiority in firm 

performance indisputably gave every firm a getaway in getting superior status.  

Climatically disadvantaged regions such as Kajiado county and Northern Kenya lagged 

in development and growth in the sector due to a variety of reasons. Such included 

seasonal nature of pasture and forage, poor transport network to ferry the perishable 

commodities like milk and meat, poor breeds, lack of proper land management system 

and low support by the government. Moreover, the major stakeholders in the sector in 

Kajiado county were women who were culturally disadvantaged in the community. 

Women in traditional Maasai customs were not entitled to own nor inherit any property. 

All property among the Maasai community originally belonged to the men. This made 

men a supreme dominant sex. Interestingly however, women had access and control to 

the milk from the livestock and the hides and skins when the animals died.   

In this region, milk production was highly dependent on the availability of natural 

pasture and water such that, better climatic conditions influenced increased milk 

production and vice versa. The success of pastoral families was determined by the 

amount of milk their animals yielded because milk and milk products were the mainstay 

of their diet. Most times the very survival of the household was contingent on their 

continued production of milk. The contribution of milk to improving household welfare 

through increased income from sales was great and the sale of milk and its products 

among the pastoralists was done to acquire the main basic needs for their livelihood. The 

informal milk market remained dominant among the pastoralists. Milk and milk 

products got to consumers mostly through informal marketing systems. This was largely 

contributed by lack of markets, inaccessibility of farms due to poor infrastructure, lack 

 
7 Rademaker, C., Omedo Bebe, B., Lee, J. van der, Kilelu, C., & Tonu, C. (2016). Sustainable growth of the 
Kenyan dairy sector Sustainable growth of the Kenyan dairy sector: a quick scan of robustness, reliability, 
and resilience (No 979). Wageningen University & Research, Wageningen Livestock Research. 
https://library.wur.nl/WebQuery/wurpubs/fulltext/391018  

https://library.wur.nl/WebQuery/wurpubs/fulltext/391018
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of requisite knowledge and skills for business and milk business outlets (Kedija et al., 

2008).8  

However, Maasai elite women adopted the merger technique to collectively find market 

for their milk. They identified organized self-help groups and convinced them into a 

merger for the same reasons all mergers and acquisitions happen. Nderitu and Ndiritu, 

(2018) noted that mergers and acquisitions provide bargaining power for the joint units 

and reduced toxic and unnecessary competition. They also argued that mergers 

contributed significantly to better quality products without affecting prices.  Through 

the formation of co-operatives and self-help groups, these smallholder organizations like 

MKWDC bought raw milk from farmers and sold it to processors and more established 

co-operatives. Through this, they have managed to attract a considerable amount of 

attention and have positioned themselves for business and social benefits.  

Overcoming Challenges 

With dwindling production levels, the big question for the MKWDC was how to repay 

the loan which was necessary to position the co-operative for a grant that was to be issued 

by Kenya Climate Smart Agriculture Project funded by the World Bank. It was 

conditional for them to have a fully equipped value-addition plant for them to win the 

grant. As Agnes put it: 

“It was difficult for us to get the grant because we didn’t meet their conditions. This 

prompted us to make the hard decision to borrow even during the low turnover season to 

make ourselves qualified for the grant. We had land but we didn’t have money to develop 

the needed infrastructure.” 

The management of the co-operative was faced with a difficult decision to make. They 

risked losing the coveted grant which would propel them to great milestones and at the 

same time risked defaulting on bank loans due to their low production. A major decision 

had to be made fast. Agnes added: 

“With the low production, we had to enter into an MOU with our partners like Limuru and 

Kinangop to supply us with milk to run the processing plant. Our plants collectively had the 

capacity to chill more than 40,000 liters of milk. We intended to begin value addition with 

2,000 liters as we waited for demand to generate more supply and scale up accordingly. We 

 
8 Kedija, H., Azage, T., Mohammed, Y., and Berhanu G. (2008). Cow and Camel Milk Production and 
Marketing in Agro-pastoral and Mixed Crop- Livestock Systems in Ethiopia. In: Tropentag (2008). 
Competition for resources in a changing world: new drive for rural development. Conference on International 
Research on Food Security, Natural Resource Management and Rural Development. Göttingen (Germany): 
Cuvillier Verlag: p. 393. 
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planned to have our excesses sold as raw milk to new KCC until when our demand consumed 

all our volumes”.   

The co-operative could not attain sustainability because of a number of issues, including 

land management, fodder and feeds among others. In a bid to save the situation, they 

identified 50 model farmers who secured at least 10 acres each, fenced the parcels and 

preserved hay for their animals.  

As Agnes and Miriam Pushati, the co-operative Treasurer (Miriam) strolled in their 

model farms, Agnes was quick to ascertain:  

“The idea of model farmers was management-led. We chose to become role models for our 

members to emulate us. We agreed to secure about 5 or 10 acres each to harvest hay from 

and through this, some of our cattle did not migrate. Although there was very little 

information on the management of the feeds and fodder, our farmers appreciated the move. 

We proposed that even when other animals have migrated, our members had at least a few 

cows that remained at home and continued supplying the milk to the dairy.” 

“Miriam, for example did that and fed her cows up to October 2022 while some of us 

exhausted our feeds after 8 months. We harvested up to 300 bales per acre of hay for natural 

grass species and 250 bales for exotic grass species like Boma Rhodes.” 

The chairlady proudly added that Miriam, her partner managed to harvest around 2,000 

bales from a five-acre piece of land and began feeding her animals when the drought 

became tough. Other animals migrated but she remained with 10 cows which she fed 

throughout the dry season. Interestingly, she continued supplying milk to MKWDC until 

it was temporarily closed. She had between 6 and 8 liters by the time the dairy was 

closing. Initially she had over 70 cows to feed. Later on, 60 of them migrated while 10 

were left at home. Nine of these were lactating cows and a bull.  During the dry season, 

the men normally deprive the young ones of cows from lactating to preserve some energy 

for the cow and earn it some more days. The young ones no longer lactate and milking 

the cow also stops. 

As for Agnes, she had 700 bales of natural hay and 50 animals to feed but she had begun 

feeding animals by October 2021 and she ran out of stock very early. She stopped bringing 

her milk to the dairy by April 2022 after all her cows migrated. The moment the young 

ones stop lactating the strength of a cow is believed to accumulate a longer lifespan. This 

is one survival tactic for the cows.  This is implemented with the authority of the men 

who believe in the survival of the cows than the milk trade. No more milk is sold. 

The manager had an opinion on what was the main cause of the dwindling production 

of hay: 
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“What caused the production of hay to go down was the use of manual techniques. For 

example, most farmers had fenced sizeable pieces of land, but they did not have 

mechanization capacity to harvest their hay and feeds. If our co-operative had enough 

bailers or was in a capacity to hire enough bailers for hay harvesting, we would be able to 

support our members to harvest as many bales of natural hay as possible”.  

Hay harvesting was done for both internal consumption and for commercial purposes. 

The excess bales were sold, and farmers were able to purchase other farm requirements.  

The idea of purchasing tractors which would serve as bailers, ploughers and harrowers 

sold very highly among the Board. Although the idea was still on paper, MKWDC had 

the idea. This was supported since the available bailers for hire (belonging to the county 

government) were very expensive and had long bureaucratic procedures to book. Private 

bailers were available at Isinya but were equally expensive and difficult to secure. They 

also demanded that at least 10 farmers pool together and ask for a bailer for purposes of 

economies of scale.   

Miriam was keen to add that: 

 “The cost of Kshs. 100 per bale for harvesting is quite high considering that the cost of 

fencing and other factors is high.”  

Agnes thoughtfully rose and interjected:  

“Another major challenge was that most of our members were illiterate. We had to train 

them practically to understand the process and importance of hay harvesting. Through this, 

they harvested the best feeds for their animals. Since most of the hay at the market was not 

safe and their origin was unknown, livestock around this region were really affected by 

diseases.”   

The desire by MKWDC was to ensure that the model farms worked for the sake of 

training other farmers on best practices in the face of climate change.  

The Manager, Victor, had this to say: 

“When our model for demonstration farms works, we will use our model farmers as 

examples to train others on what works and what doesn’t. This will help us have a self-

sustaining hay production activity. Our planned demo farm will be inclusive of all the 

equipment that is necessary for all the feed-related challenges. The demo farm for the co-

operative will host modern hay houses, water, plowing, harrowing, and bailing machines, 

and experts for training our farmers on production increase, health, and feeds.” 

The issue of employment of MKWDC staff was always a nightmare for the co-operative 

since they were only in full operation for five months before milk volumes went low. 

They would then struggle to stay afloat for 3 months and close completely for four 
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months. This made the co-operative keep discarding their staff every season and retrain 

new ones when the season began. The co-operative also wanted to set up its own savings 

and credit cooperative society (SACCO). This was to ensure that the savings served as 

security for members desirous of taking credit for their operations. Women were 

normally hesitant to take credit, but the co-operative was committed to empowering 

them. They also planned to convert their business into a one-stop shop that had agrovet 

outlets across the county in major towns like Kitengela Ngong, Loitoktok, Rongai and 

Kiserian. Agnes noted: 

“This meant that the most important game changer here was solving the feeds dilemma 

because without the cow, there was no milk, and to get the cow, there had to be enough 

feeds. So, managing to solve this dilemma made it more attractive to the same lender who 

gave us Kshs. 4.5 million and they would be willing to give us some three or four more 

million to buy the bailers and all that, and then now we become a business that is self-

sustaining.” 

In 2019, the co-operative management went to the grassroot to find out why its 

production was not to the desired volumes. The same year, they bought two more 

vehicles and decided to collect milk right from the farmgate to ensure that every farmer 

got access to some means of transport for their milk. That year, their volumes shot from 

700,000 liters in 2018 to 1.9 million liters in 2019 to 2.9 million liters in 2020. In 2021, the 

co-operative broke the record and supplied 7.5 million liters to the new KCC. However, 

in 2022, the volume dropped to 1.175 million liters. The logic and effects of hay production 

were therefore clearly visible, and this could be seen from the reported figures. 

According to Miriam, the Maasai finally opened their eyes and appreciated the value of 

hay preservation and harvesting. Initially they relied on demarcation (paddocking) of 

small pieces of land through fencing and allowing cattle to feed on them piece by piece. 

But they were encouraged to harvest natural grass first. Even the County Department of 

Agriculture was encouraging that practice. Thereafter they would be trained on how to 

grow different species of improved grass and fodder. 

“After prioritizing hay and feeds production, we can guide the farmer to move to more 

improved breeds. We cannot bring the best of Sahiwal breeds when farmers are still 

struggling with feed. When the feeding is sorted, the best of breeds can be introduced. on 

average, the current breeds only produce about 4 liters daily, but we have witnessed some 

improved breeds of Sahiwal which produce up to 20 liters of milk daily. Sahiwal is dominant. 

We also have a crossbreed of Sahiwal and Borana which are doing very well in terms of 

production. When animals move far for example 10 kilometers to get water, the milk yields 

will automatically go down.” Miriam reiterated. 
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Other main challenges were post-harvest spoilage, recording and milk pilferage. This 

happened at the farmgate where the “bodaboda” (Motorcycle) milk transporters recorded 

less milk for the farmers than they delivered to the collection center. This caused a 

serious mismatch between the milk volumes collected and milk volumes received. 

The ladies continued to share their experiences with passion. The chair quickly appeared 

to have remembered something and she shushed the team: 

“We almost forgot to mention that water was a major problem that was hindering the 

sustainability of the milk industry here among the pastoralists. We had to depend on 

borehole water which was very salty and expensive at the same time. We relied on borehole 

water for all domestic needs including drinking. Worse still, we noticed that the water tables 

were going down daily, and some boreholes were drying up. We paid Ksh.100 per cow per 

month and Ksh.50 per goat or sheep per month to access water. This however varied 

depending on whether the borehole was solar-powered, electricity-powered, or gasoline-

powered. Sometimes livestock lacked water for these reasons.”  

Victor joined in the conversation and added that: 

“To diversify the business, MKWDC managed to buy steers and goats and fattened them to 

fetch better prices although the markets were not very attractive. Better markets for fattened 

steers and goats would be   a very reliable source of income. In the past, the co-operative 

has managed to do aggregation for steers and goats for fattening and resale. This attracted 

customers with plumb deals to us.” 

The Maasai were fond of large stocks of livestock for status. The co-operative, however, 

tried to educate them change their mindsets and consider quality and manageable 

numbers of livestock. This change was slowly getting witnessed amidst a very 

conservative male population. The Maasai men were slowly trusting women with 

bringing change home, especially because they had managed to run the milk business 

and overcame the common myths.  

MKWDC’s treasurer, Miriam laughingly stated that:  

“One of the myths that battled with is the whole idea of mixing milk from across five sub-

counties and ensuring that the milk did not go bad. So, when we later introduced initiatives 

like breeding, they were easily absorbable because we had a proven record. Although we 

knew that men were likely to understand more because they were the masters of cattle 

breeding.” 

Scaling the Co-operative 

The co-operative underwent several strategic milestones since its inception. In October 

2015, they acquired a truck worth Kshs. 3.1 million shillings, with a carrying capacity of 
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6,000 liters, for on-farm milk collection and for deliveries to the New KCC. This 

contributed largely to the increase of milk volumes from a turnover of Kshs. 80.1 million 

p.a in 2015 to over Kshs. 250 million p.a in 2021. 

“Earlier in 2013 we improved our recording system by introducing software to capture 

farmer’s milk intake details and ease payments. This was in response to pilferage and poor 

recording which cost the organization well over ksh.100000 every month. The initiative 

costed the organization Kshs. 100,000 for purchase of hardware and software plus their 

installation.” Victor asserted. 

Another milestone the members were proud of was the successful establishment of an 

office where members made their enquiries and followed their records. This idea 

centralized information flow and constantly improved customer relations. This initiative 

saw a steady increase in active and registered membership from 45% in 2013 to 78% in 

2022. This also contributed to the rise in milk volumes. The office prompted for 

employment of an additional two staff members at a cost of Ksh. 30,000 each per month. 

“In 2014, we benefitted greatly from New KCC when we partnered to install two chilling 

tanks for milk preservation awaiting ferrying. In the same year, we together with New KCC 

were able to send representatives to Zimbabwe and Israel for benchmarking and training in 

order to better their livelihoods. Through this visit, the co-operative was able to improve its 

technology in milk data recording and presentation. Farmer education on fodder and feeds 

was also intensified after the visit. The cooling equipment pulled down the spoilage and 

spillage factor from 2,600 liters per month in 2020 to a meagre 350 liters per month in 2022. 

Cleaning, cooling, and maintenance costs add up to approximately 22,000 per month. This 

included costs of electricity and water supply.”  Noted the board Chairperson.  

“In addition, we contributed to the development of our people by employing more than 26 

youths at an average cost of Ksh. 260,000 per month as staff on contract bases. The labor 

force ensured a steady flow of operations right from the village collection centers to the 

main collection center in Kajiado. The well qualified staff contributed to proper data 

recording, proper milk hygiene and storage, proper customer relation among other direct 

benefits.” Continued Agnes. 

Victor interjected and said that: 

“In 2015 we rolled out ‘model farmer initiative’ and trained them on hay conservation, water 

harvesting by building of reservoirs (dams). Through this, rainwater was utilized by farmers 

for their livestock and this largely increased milk yields especially in the larger Matapato 

section (Oloililai 1 and 2) and Inkipirash women groups. Some model farmers began 

irrigating their model farms to ensure steady food supply for both household and livestock 

needs.  In 2016 the co-operative partnered with Techno serve India and sent a group to India 

to benchmark on water harvesting technology, from their help (Gravis group) the co-
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operative managed to build 10 water dams at a cost of Kshs. 2 million for the community in 

the most remote areas of Kajiado County. Unfortunately, all these dams dried up due to the 

ongoing drought.” 

In 2017, MKWDC further partnered with Intel technology and Indian Outliers 

Consultancy Group and trained more than 1,500 women and girls by equipping them 

with basic computer skills and internet. It also established 15 model farmers who donated 

10 acres of land each to be used as community demonstration farms. They were equipped 

with India’s semi- arid species of grasses and plants that are more nutritious for animal 

feeding. This was at a cost of Kshs. 7.5 million. Through this, farmers like Miriam Pushati 

were able to harvest hay and animal feeds from their own pieces of land and this has 

saved them against livestock migration and livestock starvation. 

In 2019 the co-operative purchased two plots of land at Kshs. 1.6 million and two motor 

vehicles each at Kshs. 850,000. These plots were deliberately acquired in preparation for 

milk value addition for milk products with an aim of hitting the retail section of the milk 

industry. The project is yet to begin. The motor vehicles came in handy to ease access to 

more remote routes that were not accessible by the bigger milk trucks. This further saw 

the increase in milk supply from 1.9 million liters in 2019 to 2.9 million liters in 2020. 

“Recently, we successfully introduced internet banking for farmers for efficient payments. 

This improved the trust between customers and the organization. It also ensured the safety 

of the large amounts of money and the security of members and staff. The members were 

also encouraged to enroll for mobile banking to ensure that they could access their money 

remotely. In 2021, the co-operative successfully opened 4 more centers namely Illuanat, 

Siteyia, Oloirimirimi and Karero which served to increase milk volumes immensely from 

241,666 liters per month in 2020 to over 600,000 per month in 2021,” said Victor. 

Comparative advantage: Cows for the men, milk for the women  

The economic and social suppression of the women and girls among the Maasai 

community was a hindrance to poverty alleviation. Basic needs were almost inaccessible 

to women and children for a long time. The MKWDC was able to change this narrative 

as cited vividly by Victor, the Manager:  

“Our clarion call is “Eeku nameni eriroi” translated loosely to mean that those that are looked 

down upon end up becoming favorites at some point. This has motivated the Maasai women 

to begin selling a liter of their milk for their daily household basic needs. Later on, they 

realized that the proceeds from the product could support larger household needs like 

school fees, construction of houses, water tanks, solar lanterns among others.” 

The 67-year-old Kilena Tompo was a living demonstration of real transformation 

acquired from the sale of milk. Through the consistent supply of milk to the co-operative, 
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Kilena managed to educate her grandsons and built a decent structure for herself. Agnes 

captured the desire by MKWDC to pursue transformation of the Maasai women thus: 

  “We decided to capitalize on the comparative advantage that women possessed. We went 

for the product that had least resistance from the men who were the rightful owners of the 

cows- and that is, milk. Right now, everyone is seeing the benefit and men are now offering 

to transport the milk to the collection points for their wives and mothers. It has become a 

daily activity for households. We also encourage the women to make meaningful use of the 

proceeds in order to avoid conflict from the men. The women would therefore buy 

veterinary drugs and feeds for livestock whenever they get paid.’’ 

This comparative advantage though little, gave the woman a sneak-out point from the 

economic and social cords. With this traditional hurdle, women in Kajiado could only 

invest in milk and other animal by-products such as hide and skins. 

The next big hairy audacious goal: A model demo farm 

Agnes and her team were pleased with the expansion program toward establishing a fully 

equipped and operational demonstration or model farm. This would be used for 

educational purposes and also for supply milk throughout the year. The co-operative was 

also planning to equip the model farm with all the primary modern equipment and 

personnel for dairy farming and place on it the best breeds of cattle so that members can 

use it as a point of reference for benchmarking.  The demonstration farm would also 

ensure that the co-operative remained open and active throughout the year. 

“We went ahead and identified a few suitable locations that would be very strategic for the 

establishment of the demonstration farm. They might have been far from the County 

headquarters but if we don’t have an option, we will use the 2-acre piece of land and hope 

to increase the space and capacity with time” added Victor.  

Victor continued: 

“The co-operative would wish to further double its turnover. We realized that this is only 

achievable through enlarging our catchment area to ensure that all farmers are able to bring 

their milk to the co-operative. This would require more improved refrigerated vehicles 

which can comfortably ferry the milk over a long distance through the hot sun. With up to 

10,000 farmers supplying the co-operative with milk, it will mean that our dream is 

achievable.” 

The co-operative further wished to empower its members by supplying them with animal 

feeds and drugs, ensuring they had enough water for their animals and providing them 

with the necessary skills and knowledge for the same. The members could also be 

empowered by hay storage knowledge and capacity for hay houses. 
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The co-operative was also planning to open agrovets and feed stores across major 

collection centers so that members could buy the feed at subsidized prices. This was at 

an approximate cost of Kshs. 1 million. The retail sections would help the co-operative to 

have a sustainable cash inflow though out the month as they awaited monthly payment 

from their main processor.  

“Looking back from where we started; walking by foot carrying milk with a Kyondo from 

place to place using our backs, to struggling with markets and several other challenges 

facing the Maasai women including pouring milk due to lack of markets and better prices, 

our main desire is to have a fully-fledged factory to process our milk, brand it, and sell it in 

the shelves like our counterparts in Githunguri dairies and the rest. We were very strong 

and energetic in the past. We, however, cannot continue with the traditional way of ferrying 

the milk. When this has been actualized, I think we can retire peacefully. Recently, we 

attended the burial of veteran dairy farmer and chairman of the new KCC, and felt so 

ashamed that we didn’t have milk yet at some point we were the leading co-operative in the 

country.” Agnes narrated emotionally.  

According to Miriam, they desired to be like other dairies who had maintained a constant 

and consistent supply of 30,000 liters per day throughout the year.  

“We intend to open retail outlets that we will use to market our milk and sell our milk to 

consumers in Rongai, Kiserian, Kitengela, Isinya, Kajiado, Bissil and Namanga. We are 

thinking of partnering with the County governments to allocate us stalls in these towns for 

us to market our milk. We intend to sell up to a capacity of 40,000 liters daily on retail 

through milk ATMs and outlets.” 

Moreover, the Board was interested to know and to hear how Agnes and her management 

team would navigate these new challenges of scaling the business.  

“Upon proper funding, the co-operative has made plans to develop a milk processing plant 

that will see the processing of Yoghurt, cheese, and pasteurized milk for sale. This will boost 

profits and utilize the available raw milk to sustain itself. Venturing into the retail section 

of the milk industry will go a long way to create more employment and significantly improve 

the organization’s turnover.” Agnes explained.  

The realization of organizational goals by the MKWDC was however hampered by the 

significant inconsistencies by climate and market factors. Although the women labored 

against all odds to stand out among the giants in the milk industry, their challenges were 

far from over. Their idea of venturing into the meat industry was a great one since the 

sister value chains (milk and meat) went hand in hand. The question was more on when 

the co-operative would be able to solve the dilemma involving feeds and fodder. A 

solution to this dilemma would spur the meat section of the business as planned. This 

would guarantee the sustainability of the co-operative and help it scale the hurdles of the 
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ravaging climatic changes. As Agnes and her team retreated to put together a firm 

proposal with the intended plans for the future, it was clear that MKWDC had to be on 

course to make a mark in the society, as well as the markets it served. 
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Exhibits 

Exhibit 1: Situational Analysis, 2021. 

NAME REGISTA
RED  

SHARE
HOLDE
RS 

UNREGISTA
RED  

NO 
OF  
COWS 

PRO 
D PER  
COW 

PRICE 
PROM 
FARM/LI
TRE 

TO  
PROCESS
OR/ 
LITRE  

STAF
F 

STAFF/M
ONTH 

OFFIC
E  
RENT 

LICEN
CES 

UTIL
ITIES 

MANA
GEME
NT 

HEAD OFFICE      29 32 18 225,840 6,900 33,200 300 16,500 

OLOILILAI 446 208 354 1075 4 29 32       

OLOILILAI 168 95 175 300 4 29 32       

ILKIPIRASH 317 165 288 1125 4 29 32       

OLTARAKWAI 411 244 311 1175 4 29 32       

NARETO 269 45 83 300 4 29 32       

OLELESHWA 105 45 261 733 4 29 32       

SOTUA 251 173 1 781 4 29 32       

TOTAL 1967 975 1473 5489 4 29 32 18 225,840 6,900 33,200 300 16,500 

Source: MKWDC Databook 

Exhibit 2: Organizational turnover (2020-2022). 

 2020 2021 2022 

 Actual Projected capacity Actual Projected capacity Actual Projected capacity 

Volumes  

Collected (liters p.m) 

244,266 250,000 621,040 700,000 350,358 450,000 

Spoilage & spillage p.m 2600 1000 928 500 350 0 

Volumes sold (Average p.m) 241,666 250,000 620,112 700,000 350,008 450,000 

Unit price (ksh) 28 28 32 32 35 35 

Total sales (ksh) 6,766,648 7,000,000 19,840,000 22,400,000 12,250,300 15,750,000 

Source: MKWDC Databook 
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Exhibit 3: Map of Kajiado County. 

 

Source: Google maps 
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Exhibit 4: Organizational structure.  

 

 Source: MKWDC Databook 
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Exhibit 5: Member turnover (2020-2022). 

Source: MKWDC Databook 

 

 2020 2021 2022 

 Female Male Female Male Female Male 

Total number individual members 
(direct involved) 

2913 0 2965 502 3165 612 

Total 2913 3467 3777 

Total number of youth members  
(< 35 years)   

550 0 660 230 639 280 

Total 550 890 919 

Total number of member organisations 
(SHGs. Associations) 

7 7 7 

Total number of indirect members 
(Members of these member 
organisations) 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 0 0 0 

Total number of active members (having 
done transaction with cooperative in last 
one year) 

2445 2550 2607 

% Of paying members 83.9% 86.0% 69.0% 
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Exhibit 6: Process of milk collection.  

 

 

 

Exhibit 7: Milk collection card and some members of MKWDC. 

 

 

 

Source: MKWDC Databook and SNV Kenya 

(https://twitter.com/SNV_Kenya/status/1442798772585644033) 
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