
Islanders walk past donkeys tethered on the causeway as their owners wait to get transportation work at the historic island town of Lamu. — AFP photos
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In the old town of Lamu, a historic Swahili
trading outpost, a motorbike taxi weaves
through a crush of donkeys, market hawk-

ers and wooden handcarts. A decade ago,
there were only two vehicles on the sleepy
island: a motorcycle for the electricity compa-
ny, and the district commissioner’s 4x4.
However in the past two years there has been
an explosion in the number of noisy motorbike
taxis known as “boda bodas”, with the two-
wheelers clogging ancient narrow lanes and
threatening Lamu’s coveted World Heritage
status.

“(Their) numbers are surging. Now we
have almost 400 boda bodas,” said

Abdulhakim Aboud, the deputy governor of
Lamu County. The bikes in February were
banned from the waterfront and 16-hectares
ringing the UNESCO-listed old town. Anyone
trying his luck is quickly flagged down by a
government official and forced to continue on
foot toward the bustling heart of this ancient
settlement on the Kenyan coast.

Donkeys and dhows 
Traditionally, goods and people in Lamu

were transported by wooden dhows, or don-
keys used to plod the cobbled pathways ferry-
ing chunks of washed coral and mangrove
timber to build Lamu’s iconic Swahili homes.

“All this town has been built by donkeys,” said
Walid Ahmed, from the “Save Lamu” commu-
nity association striving to preserve the cultur-
al heritage of the idyllic island. The clamor of
motorcycle engines has irritated some
islanders who believe it jars with tradition, but
also stirred fears of Lamu losing the unique
character that lures tourists and global recog-
nition to this remote corner of Kenya.

“It is a very bad idea. We don’t have the
pathways. Boda bodas are a modern issue
which has come to distract the value of the
heritage in Lamu,” said Ahmed. The town,
with its signature stone houses and wooden
curved doors, was named a UNESCO world

heritage site in 2001 in recognition of its sta-
tus as “the oldest and best preserved Swahili
settlement in East Africa”. An important center
of Islamic culture, where Bantus, Arabs,
Persians, Indians and Europeans overlapped
for centuries, Lamu has been continuously
inhabited for more than 700 years.

An island divided 
However those trying to make a living with

the motorbikes are not happy about being
seen as a menace. “They are all complaining
about UNESCO and the heritage site, yet we
as the youth do not see the benefits,” said
Arafat Feiswal, secretary of the Lamu boda

A local veterinary doctor treats a young donkey for a leg injury
at the Lamu Donkey Sanctuary.

Donkeys recuperate after treatment at the Lamu Donkey
Sanctuary.

Islanders walk through the iconic archway advertising the his-
toric island town of Lamu.


