
SOLAI: A dam on a commercial flower farm in
Kenya’s Rift Valley burst after weeks of torrential
rain, unleashing a “sea of water” that careened
down a hillside and smashed into two villages,
killing at least 47 people. The walls of the reser-
voir, situated on top of a hill in Nakuru county,
190 km northwest of Nairobi, gave way late on
Wednesday as nearby
residents were sitting
down to evening meals.

Kenya is one of the
largest suppliers of cut
flowers to Europe, and
roses from the 3,500-
acre Solai farm are ex-
ported to the
Netherlands and Ger-
many, according to Op-
timal Connection, its Netherlands-based
handling agent. The floodwaters carved out a
dark brown chasm in the hillside and swept away
everything in their path - powerlines, homes and
buildings, including a primary school. The bodies
of two women were found several kilometers
away as excavators and rescue workers armed
with shovels picked through rubble and mud
searching for survivors and victims. Local police
chief Japheth Kioko said the death toll could well
climb. “So far it is 47 dead. We are still on the
ground,” he told Reuters.

After a severe drought last year, East Africa
has been hit by two months of heavy rain, affect-
ing nearly a million people in Kenya, Somalia,
Ethiopia and Uganda. Bridges have been swept
away and roads turned into rivers of mud. In
Solai, Veronica Wanjiku Ngigi, 67, said she was
at home brewing tea with her son at around 8

pm when his wife rushed
in to say the dam had
burst and they needed to
get to higher ground im-
mediately. “It was a sea
of water. My neighbor
was killed when the
water smashed through
the wall of his house. He
was blind so he could not
run. They found his body

in the morning,” she said.  “My other neighbors
also died. All our houses have been ruined.”

Boulders, roots
Nakuru lies in the heart of Kenya’s fertile

Rift Valley, home to thousands of commercial
farms that grow everything from French beans
to macadamia nuts to cut flowers, nearly all of
which are exported to Europe. The region is
dotted with irrigation reservoirs built in the
last two decades to meet the demands of the
rapidly expanding agricultural sector, the

biggest foreign exchange earner for East
Africa’s largest economy and a major source
of jobs. Vinoj Kumar, general manager of the
Solai farm, blamed the disaster on massive
rainfall in a forest above the dam. “In the past

two days the intensity of the rain was high and
the water started coming down carrying boul-
ders and roots which damaged the wall,” he
told Reuters. “The dam wall cracked and the
water escaped.” — Reuters
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Dam walls give 
way, villages 
swept away

Tunisia Islamists 
top municipal
polls without
majority
TUNIS: The Islamist movement Ennahdha
has beaten rivals in Tunisia’s first free munic-
ipal elections but failed to win outright ma-
jorities in a poll marked by voter frustration
and a low turnout. The election on Sunday
was touted as another milestone on the road
to democracy in the North African country,
which has been praised for its transition from
decades of dictatorship. But Tunisia has
struggled with persistent political, security
and economic problems as well as corruption
since its 2011 revolution that sparked the
Arab Spring uprisings.

Ennahdha came first in several of the
country’s main cities including Tunis, but fell
short of winning outright majorities. Nation-
wide, independent lists won 2,367 seats, just
shy of a third of the total. Ennahdha took
2,135 seats and the Nidaa Tounes party of
President Beji Caid Essebsi clinched 1,595.
That put Ennahdha ahead in 155 of the coun-
try’s 350 municipalities, according to esti-

mates by multiple NGOs. “These results show
a real emergence of independent lists as a
new actor that will inevitably reshuffle the
cards” politically, said analyst Selim Kharrat.

But he added that an alliance between En-
nahdha and Nidaa Tounes-partners in a
coalition government nationally since 2014 -
could mean independents will remain in op-
position. The poll was marked by low turnout,
with 64 percent of voters abstaining, the
electoral commission said Wednesday.
Tunisia’s 7,212 municipal councilors now have
until July to elect their mayors. The two top
parties are expected to hold talks aimed at
upholding their coalition. The outcome “will
depend on Ennahdha’s ability to negotiate
and rally coalitions at the local level”, Kharrat
said. The Islamists won 21 out of 60 seats in
the capital, while Nidaa Tounes took 17.

If Ennahdha’s candidate Souad Abder-
rahim wins the backing of a majority of mu-
nicipal councillors, the 53-year-old
pharmacist could become the capital’s first
ever female mayor, a post previously ap-
pointed by the president. But Nidaa Tounes
official Wissam Saidi said its candidate Kamel
Idir, also a pharmacist and former president
of a leading football club, was better placed
to form a coalition as the capital’s mayor. The
secular party, whose leaders are already at
odds, has been divided over the alliance with
the Islamists since it won legislative and pres-
idential elections in 2014. — AFP 

Kenya’s ‘rape
taboo’ spurs
women to report
attacks via SMS 
NAIROBI: Hundreds of women and girls in Kenya
are using SMS to report  cases of rape through a
toll-free messaging service set up to help survivors
break the silence around sexual violence in the
conservative nation, the initiative’s founder said
yesterday. Although there are several hotlines for
victims of sex attacks, the SMS platform - operated
by the Kenyan charity Wangu Kanja Foundation -
is the first to connect survivors with community
volunteers who provide them with direct support.
“In Kenya, we are socialized to believe sex, sexu-
ality and sexual violence is a private issue. People
don’t discuss it - it’s a complete no-go zone,” said
Wangu Kanja, founder of the charity operating the
SMS service, and also a rape survivor.

“Those who do speak out about being raped
are not taken seriously and can face negative re-
actions from their family, community and police.
Most survivors have no one to turn to for help
such as getting medical care or even reporting the
crime.” Some 5,490 rapes were reported in Kenya
in 2016, up 3 percent on the previous year, the lat-
est police statistics show. But women’s rights cam-
paigners say the data is a gross underestimate as
many victims do not report sexual offences, fear-

ing they will face shame and stigma in the largely
patriarchal and conservative east African nation.

The platform has helped about 700 victims of
sexual and domestic violence, largely in the coun-
try’s sprawling city slums, since launching almost
two years ago. “The service was designed for
people living in informal settlements,” Kanja said.
“They don’t know their rights as well as the rich
and elite in Kenya, and don’t how to access serv-
ices or can’t afford to pay for things like medical
care.” The 24-hour SMS service - launched in July
2016 in partnership with ActionAid Kenya - pro-
vides a mechanism for survivors to seek help by
speaking to someone safely, confidentially and
without fear of judgment, she added. 

A 2014 study by the National Crime Research
Centre found that only 15 percent of women and
girls who had been sexually violated reported it to
the police. Users text HELP to the SMS code
21094 and are immediately called back by an op-
erator who will ask about their situation and con-
nect them with local volunteers - often survivors
of sexual violence themselves. The volunteers then
accompany the women and girls to hospitals or
clinics where they can get medical care and also
take them to the police to report the assault.

Women’s rights lawyers welcome such reporting
mechanisms, but add that more needs to be done
to ensure access to justice. “We conduct training
sessions with the police on gender issues, but they
often end up being transferred to other areas such
as dealing with cattle rustling or terrorism-related
crimes,” said Teresa Omondi-Adeitan, executive di-
rector at the Federation of Women Lawyers in
Kenya (FIDA), an advocacy group. — Reuter

‘Sea of water’ from Kenya 
dam burst kills at least 47

Weeks of torrential rain in East Africa

SOLAI, Kenya: People gather around victim’s bodies at a residential area after Patel dam
burst its bank at Solai, about 40 kilometers north of Nakuru, Kenya yesterday. — AFP 


