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Highway Sign: Voi Hospital, 4 km.

other customers in Mombasa wanted to
buy it. But, the Mraru Women’s Group trea-
sury was 6,800 shillings short of the re-
quired down payment. In their first three
years they had raised 27,000 shillings; in
the fourth year they raised 14,000 more. But
they needed a total of 47,800.

Last-Minute Rescue

It is never easy to discover what makes
for success, but whatever the magic was,
the Mraru Women's Group had it. In the pre-
vious ten years, women's groups of various
kinds had been forming all over Kenya, but
most of them were smaller and had a more
traditional focus such as handicrafts,
savings, farming or raising livestock. In
1975, women's groups received more atten-
tion than usual because of International
Women's Year. Over 70 percent of adults
in rural areas of Kenya are women, often
left behind to keep the home and raise the
children while their husbands migrate to
the cities for wage-paying jobs. In trying to
plan ahead for rural development, Kenya
had begun to take account of what women
were doing and were capable of doing. The
Mraru Women's Group was surely a fine
example and one becomimg well-known in

the Coastal Province.

At that time, the chairman of Maendeleo
ya Wanawake for the district of Taita/Taveta
was Mrs. Joan Mjomba, who herself had
grown up in one of the villages of Mraru.
Although she no longer lived in Mraru, she
joined the group to show her enthusiasm
and support. In early 1975, at the Govern-
ment-sponsored provincial seminar for the
International Women's Year, she described
the Mraru women in glowing terms and
urged the provincial office of social ser-
vices in Mombasa to make a special ex-
ample of it in its reports for the Women'’s
Year.

The sense of excitement about what
the Mraru Group had achieved so far was
not surprising. After all, the group had
started with no assets, no special talents,
and no wealthy members, yet it had saved
an incredible 41,000 shillings in just three
years. Now it was on its way to persuading
a bus company and a bank to break tradition
by lending money to a group of women.

A crucial factor in finally securing the
bus was one of the Government's provin-
cial social workers in Mombasa, Terry
Kantai. She personally guaranteed a loan
for the final 7,000 shillings needed for the
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IMatatu: The poor man's taxi service.

down payment. Then she, the Maendeleo
organization and the Mraru Women's Group
organized a harambee fund-raising to show
the bank and Cooper Motor Corporation
that they could rely on this group to pay off
its debts. At the end of the ceremonies the
group had collected 3,013 more shillings
from 484 donors — enough for the first two
payments on Terry Kantai's loan. With the
complete down payment now available
and the skeptics convinced, the bus could
at last be released from the warehouse.
Jubilant, the group hired a driver, and on
May 3, 1975, the Chairman, Eva Mwaluma,
and the treasurer, Mary Frederick, went to
Mombasa, claimed the bus, and drove it
back to Mraru. Next day, the shining white
bus began plying the route between Mraru
and Voi.

The Mraru women now had a full-scale
business on their hands. They had insur-
ance and registration fees to pay, they had
to buy petrol and pay for maintenance,
and they had to meet a monthly debt-
retirement payment of 4,088.90 shillings
over a period of 18 months. In addition,
they had three full-time employees: the
driver; the conductor, who collects fares
and issues receipts; and an inspector. At
first the Mraru women hired a woman con-
ductor, but the customers sometimes proved
too rowdy for her to handle so a young man
was employed for the job. The inspector,
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however, is always a member of the group
who rides on every trip to be sure fares are
collected and accounted for. This is a de-
manding job and she gets paid for it. At the
end of each day the receipts are taken to
the group’s treasurer in Mraru who verifies
the total and enters it in the books. The
next morning the inspector deposits the
money in the bank at Voi.

Each passenger pays 3 shillings for the
one-way, 12 kilometer trip from Mraru to
Voi. The bus leaves the main intersection
in Mraru (the junction of two dirt roads) at
8:00 a.m. every morning and continues back
and forth to and from Voi, with four or five
stops in between, as long as there are pas-
sengers who want to make the trip. In-a re-
freshing switch on the original situation,
members of the group get first preference
when there are too many passengers for
one load.

A day's gross for the bus service can
vary from 120 to 800 shillings; on market
days and holidays it can reach several
thousand. The bus is also available to hire
for special trips. A typical one was made for
the Taita/Taveta Education Board, trans-
porting school choirs from one town to
another; the charge, 400 shillings round
trip. If a job requires an overnight stop, the
driver, conductor, and inspector are paid a
small allowance for overnight expenses.



