
Interviewing people living in the  
Meru-Isiolo area of eastern Kenya, ASSARôs East 
Africa team wants to understand how household 
structures change as a way of adapting to  

climate change.  

In this photo essay, Jennifer Leavy describes the 
challenges people face when trying to make a living 
from growing and trading Miraa, a key cash crop  

in the region. 
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Miraa, or Khaat, is a shrub with evergreen 
leaves native to the Horn of Africa and Arabian 
Peninsula. People chew its stalks and leaves 

to feel the mild stimulant effects. 
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Miraa takes around eight years to mature and is generally grown alongside other cash and food crops, such as maize and 
beans. Because it can be harvested multiple times a year, it provides a potential source of year-round income. 
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Miraa is a somewhat controversial crop ï its production, sale and consumption are legal in many countries, including 
Kenya, yet countries such as the UK classify it as a controlled substance. It provides a living for more than  

100,000 Meru farmers in Kenya, as well as countless miraa traders. 
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http://www.businessdailyafrica.com/news/Kenya-takes-fight-for-lost-UK-miraa-market-to-United-Nations/539546-3970860-9qee67/index.html


Miraa plays a crucial role in the lives and 
livelihoods of people we spoke to from both 
the Boran and Meru ethnic groups. 
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ȰȢȢȢÁÆÔÅÒ×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÍÙ УÉÁÎÃï 
ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÍÙ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÙ 
ÄÏ×ÒÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÂÙ Á 
ÂÕÎÄÌÅ ÏÆ ÍÉÒÁÁȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÂÙ ÍÙ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ 
ÏÆÆÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÅÍ ÂÕÎÄÌÅ ÏÆ ÍÉÒÁÁȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÔÁËÅ 
Á ÐÉÅÃÅ ÏÆ ÍÉÒÁÁ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÈÅ× ÉÔ 
ÓÈÏ×Ó ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÇÉÒÌ ÈÁÓ ÁÇÒÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ 
ÍÁÒÒÉÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÙȢ 4ÈÅÎ ÍÙ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ 
ÐÁÉÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÏ×ÒÙ ÌÉËÅ ÃÏ×ȟ ÇÏÁÔȟ ÓÈÅÅÐ ÁÎÄ 
ÒÁÍȢ !ÆÔÅÒ ÐÁÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÏ×ÒÙ ) ×ÅÄÄÅÄ 

ÔÈÅ ÇÉÒÌȢȱ  
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When it is ready to be sold, miraa bundles are 
wrapped in banana leaves. Traders then sell miraa 
on behalf of Meru farmers, sending the proceeds 
back to the farmers via electronic banking 

(M-Pesa), or on a motorcycle courier (bodaboda), 
and keeping a small margin for themselves.  

Ȱ) ÁÌÓÏ ÄÏ ÍÉØÅÄ ÔÒÁÄÅȟ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ 
ÆÒÏÍ -ÅÒÕ ÄÏ ÃÏÍÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÉÒÁÁ 
ÁÎÄ ) ÂÕÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÔ Á ÂÅÔÔÅÒ 
ÐÒÉÃÅ ÔÈÅÎ ÓÅÌÌ ÉÔ ÔÏ "ÏÒÁÎ ÈÅÒÅ ÁÔ 
+ÁÃÈÉÕÒÕ ÁÎÄ ÇÅÔ ÐÒÏУÉÔȢ 7ÈÅÎ ) 
ÂÏÕÇÈÔ ÏÎÅ ÂÁÇ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÒÁÉÎÙ 
ÓÅÁÓÏÎ ÉÔ ÃÏÓÔ υτττ+3È ÁÎÄ ) ÓÏÌÄ 
ÆÏÒ υωττ+3ÈȢ 7ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÄÒÙ 
ÓÅÁÓÏÎ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÓÏ ÅØÐÅÎÓÉÖÅȢ )Ô ÃÏÓÔÓ 
ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÌÉËÅ ωτττ+3È ×ÈÉÃÈ ) 
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