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If you’re new to EGX… 
For those just joining this circulation, and for those who haven’t seen it in a while, EGX is about 
connecting the dots. A lot of faith-based efforts (missionaries, churches, etc) in developing 
countries see a need to help communities improve agricultural production, yet they often don’t 
know where to look—or worse, look in the wrong places—for advice and expertise. EGX 
identifies and connects with experts in-country, then introduces faith-based organizations to 
those experts. We’re helping establish local relationships between ministries and local 
expertise, so that local farmers can get the local knowledge they need, rather than from the 
other side of the globe. Agricultural issues are highly local and context-specific. 
 
It’s difficult to know how to tell these stories. I assumed I would share complete stories: 
beginning, middle, and end. But over the last couple years, I’ve realized I have mostly 
beginnings and middles to share. And as I wait on an “ending” to talk about, beginnings and 
middles keep coming. So, I’m changing the format of these stories to share smaller snapshots 
of the work EGX is doing—the beginnings and middles of more stories. 
 

Kijani Farm 
One recent “beginning” is Kijani Farm in southern Kenya. Kijani is in the middle of Maasai 
country, historically a nomadic pastoral people. The “Farm” portion of their name refers to 
where they plan to go. 
 
Their biggest tool for outreach has been filling the gap in local primary schools. They attract 
quality teachers (who tend to prefer to work in urban vs. rural schools), and ensure kids have 
a nutritious meal while at school. Kijani Farm was also able to acquire 66 acres and drill a very 
productive fresh water well to meet the school’s drinking water needs as well as neighbors 
within walking or biking distance. 
 
With the land and water in place, there are a couple of goals: 
1) Produce the food needed for the schools. 
2) Develop a farm that educates kids and inspires others with a vision of what is possible. 
 
Two significant pressures facing the Maasai way of life are growing populations (both people 
and livestock) and shrinking grazing land. As land is divided among or sold by heirs, there are 
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smaller and fewer parcels remaining for grazing. What were once vast communal grazing 
lands have been divided by property lines over the past several decades. Without adapting to 
new forms of agriculture, overgrazing becomes severe, leading to long-term degradation of 
land, livestock, and livelihoods. The youth and young adults of the community share that the 
traditional way of life is no longer viable, and they will need to find alternative uses for the 
land in the long term. 
In the meantime, we were able to network with animal science specialists who could offer a 
few basic solutions to immediate needs. 
 
Kenya happens to be home to the headquarters of the International Livestock Research 
Institute (ILRI), a research organization working in many places in Africa as well as Asia and 
Latin America. ILRI exists to improve animal productivity and animal health for smallholder 
farmers—meat, dairy, eggs—all things livestock. Naturally, a big part of their research is 
focused on what animals eat.  
 
One of our appointments was with the ILRI program leader for feed and forage development. 
We were able to tour their forage research plots and discuss how groups like Kijani Farm can 
connect and advocate for education and resources (such as new, more productive forage 
varieties) for herders in their community. 

 
We also had an appointment with the research station manager at ILRI’s Kapiti Research Ranch 
about an hour southwest of Nairobi. The Kapiti ranch is a 32,000-acre research center and 

Discovering just how many possible forage options are 
available to herders. Forage plots at ILRI. 

Kids at a neighboring school where Kijani Farm has helped 
to attract quality teachers who shy away from rural schools. 



wildlife preserve where ILRI investigates anything livestock-related, including grazing 
practices, animal genetics and breeding, animal disease and herd health, and even how best 
to protect cattle, goats and sheep from lions (of course!). 
 

Stillborn Goats 

One puzzle solved immediately was that of stillborn goats recently experienced by most of the 
neighbors around Kijani Farm. Southern Kenya had recently emerged from a four-year drought; 
many animals had died, and the animals that survived were severely malnourished. 
 
When the rain returned, so did the plants. Herdsmen around Kijani Farm believed their goats 
were eating a freshly green poisonous plant. During a conversation while touring Kapiti, the 
mystery was solved. Mama goats were so malnourished during the drought, they were unable 
to be impregnated. As the rains and plants returned, the condition of goats improved enough 
that females could conceive once more, but they were still too weak to carry to term and deliver 
a healthy kid. The solution was simply to keep the male bucks away from the females a bit 
longer while they regained their nutrition. 

  
One of the added benefits of meeting directly with experts in country is that we often come 
away with samples to get started with immediately. ILRI has been promoting Super Napier 
grass, as a high-protein, fast-growing, low-water-demand forage. Our host at Kapiti sent us 
away with cuttings that would quickly start producing animal feed and could be multiplied and 
shared with neighbors.  

The exact moment we learned why baby goats near Kijani 
might ACTUALLY have been stillborn. 

Preparing some cuttings of Super Napier grass to take 
back to Kijani Farm and neighbors 
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Northern Kenya 
Most reading this in southwest Missouri will be familiar with Convoy of Hope (COH), a very 
large and impactful disaster relief organization. COH currently works in around 130 countries 
and focuses largely on disaster and humanitarian relief. They also train farmers in many of 
those countries. I’ve had friends at COH for years, one in particular who has suggested that 
EGX could assist them. 
 
COH has had a lot of success helping farmers improve and optimize what they already do; but 
there is a need to go beyond and explore technologies or alternative farming practices with 
potential to accelerate farmers’ trajectory out of poverty. COH asked EGX to explore and 
connect with experts and agricultural institutions in Kenya, specifically on issues facing 
farming (and herding) families in the very dry northern county of Turkana. 

 
Again, similar to the Maasai—too many animals, not enough grass. There have been efforts to 
teach and persuade livestock keepers to diversify into farming a few crops, but like most of us, 
people are resistant to change. This resistance to change was perfectly articulated by a 
herdsman of Northern Kenya: “We don’t eat plants. Our animals eat plants.” 
 

Wicking irrigation research at Jomo Kenyatta University of 
Agriculture and Technology. 

Meeting with the rangelands and grasslands unit at the 
University of Nairobi. 



For several months I worked to identify and network with institutions and agricultural 
professionals who have currently or previously worked in Turkana County and Northern Kenya. 
After arranging several meetings, I traveled to Kenya, along with Convoy of Hope’s Africa 
Regional Director, and met up with their Kenya National Director and their agronomist. 
 
We had six appointments arranged with a variety of institutions and experts, including a small-
scale irrigation researcher (small-scale meaning within the financial capacity of smallholder 
farmers), some grasslands and rangelands experts at the University of Nairobi, and another 
livestock health specialist with ILRI.  
 

Initial Impact 

During these conversations with specialists and researchers, the details of specific agricultural 
issues are always different, but the nature of the conversation and the reactions of the ministry 
leadership and staff have become somewhat predictable – the surprise and excitement of 
discovery and connection. In these initial meetings between agricultural experts and the 
leaders the faith-based organization EGX is assisting, I now expectantly watch for the surprise 
and excitement to appear on the faces of the ministry leaders and staff. These real-time 
reactions are an initial indicator that EGX is making a positive impact through the discoveries 
and connections we’re facilitating. 
 
After meetings, back in the car with the ministry leaders, common comments I hear are: “How 
did we not know about this?”, “This changes things…” The potential is obvious—so obvious for 
example, Convoy of Hope’s Africa Regional Director has asked the agriculture staff in each 
country to begin the same type of exploratory networking exercise we did in Kenya.  
 
There are answers to the struggles we all face, whether they are agricultural or something 
deeper. Knowing where to look for help—and maintaining meaningful connections with one 
another—goes a long way to finding lasting agricultural solutions, or even deeper eternal 
answers. 
 
Dr. Nathan Fortner 

________________________________________ 

 
East Gate Extension is a 501(c)(3) charitable nonprofit organization. To support our work, please visit 

https://www.eastgateextension.org/donate 
 

https://www.eastgateextension.org/donate

