
ABOVE: Darare Saldesa, founder of the Indigenous Rights and Resource Management Organization, meets with community 
members in Horonder village, in Marsabit County in northern Kenya. Peter Irungu/Oxfam
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Darare Gonche Saldesa learned at a young 
age to point out the wrongs she could see 
in her society in Kenya’s Marsabit County. 

At 21, she found herself between a child 
and a forced marriage. An 8-year-old girl 
in a neighboring village had been promised 
to a man by her father. When Saldesa 
heard about it, she refused to stay silent. 
When her attempts to reason with the girl’s 
father fell on deaf ears, she went first to 
the girl’s school to report the incident to the 
administration, then to the police, and 
finally sought the help of lawyers who 
drafted letters of protest.

With this backing, she confronted the 
father. He was arrested, and under 
pressure, agreed to release his daughter 
from the marriage. The girl returned to 
school, and Saldesa was launched on a 
career defending the rights of women 
and girls. 

CENTERING WOMEN 
In Marsabit, men largely lead the commu-
nities, often confining women to the 
margins of decision-making. Under this 
system of patriarchy, women have few 
opportunities for education, leadership, 
and economic independence.

Saldesa has always struggled to keep 
quiet in the face of unfairness. Now 55 
years old and married with six children, 
Saldesa says she was concerned about 
women’s rights before she knew they were 
called human rights. Her father’s decision 
to send Saldesa to school gave her the 
tools to imagine a different future for 
herself and the women in her community. 

Having spent 13 years as a social devel-
opment worker, she saw how women’s 
concerns were often sidelined. In 2013, 
determined to change the status of women 

in Marsabit County, Saldesa founded the 
Indigenous Rights and Resource Manage-
ment Organization (IREMO). 

Her goal was to confront social injustices 
rooted in traditional laws and practices 
and to create opportunities for women to 
learn about their rights—and strengthen 
their livelihoods. Part of the organization’s 
mission is to encourage young women to 
become leaders, run for political office, 
and make a difference in their community.

Oxfam and IREMO have partnered on a 
number of initiatives in Kenya in the past 
decade, including humanitarian responses, 
such as helping distribute non-food 
items and cash to people who were 
affected by droughts and flooding 
between 2023 and 2025. 
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Saldesa believes that it is imperative for 
women in this region to have alternative 
livelihood opportunities beyond traditional 
pastoralism. Between 2021 and 2025, 
Oxfam worked with IREMO to provide small 
grants to help more than 6,000 women in 
55 groups to grow vegetables, stock their 
herds of goats, and launch businesses 
(like small stores) to diversify their income 
sources. “Women should be given the 
power to start their own alternative 
livelihoods,” says Saldesa. “And we have 
done so much in this area working with 
the support of Oxfam.”

One such grantee is the Ogas Women Group, 
which used the money to start a green-
house and a garden. Members have been 
successfully growing climate-resilient 
crops, including kale and spinach.

IREMO was also part of the first cohort  
to receive support from Oxfam’s Women’s 
Rights Fund. This flexible funding allows 
grassroots organizations working on 
gender equality to invest in their desired 
priorities, building their capacities to 
perform their work effectively. “Oxfam has 
really supported this organization through 
flexible funding. … They have done wonders 
for IREMO,” says Saldesa. “Apart from 
giving us grants and institutional funding 
in policies, they have also built the 
capacity of staff.” 

UNDOING HARMFUL CULTURAL 
PRACTICES
Saldesa’s courage to stand up for other 
women has inspired a change in minds 
and is actively undoing decades of 
harmful cultural practices. Her advocacy 
has inspired other women to find their 
voices. One such woman is Tune, a 
67-year-old traditional birth attendant  
in Horonder village who participated in 
IREMO’s programming.

Over decades of helping women through 
labor, Tune witnessed the deep harm 
caused by female genital mutilation (FGM). 

“I stopped vouching for FGM because what 
we were taught by IREMO is true: It hurts 
women,” Tune says. “The circumcised 
girls experience more pain during child-
birth and often have to [give] birth 
through C-section.”

Ilado Yattani was also transformed by 
what she learned through IREMO. “The first 
thing I learned from IREMO was about our 
rights and the rights of our children, and  
I told our people about it,” she says. “I help 
shape the character of young girls, 
whether educated or not, ensuring that 
they all grow up with good values. Child 

marriages are no longer rampant, and the 
practice of FGM in our village has stopped.” 

Yattani was recently selected by fellow 
women as chair of the Hargesa Women’s 
Group in Horonder village. She notes that 
women are more involved in community 
decision-making than in the past—a change 
she believes is not only positive, but 
transformative for the entire community.

TOP: The Ogas Women’s Group started a greenhouse and a garden with grant money from Oxfam and IREMO.  
ABOVE LEFT: Climate-resistant kale and spinach grown by the Ogas Women’s Group. ABOVE RIGHT: Darare Saldesa at 
the IREMO office in Moyale, Marsabit County. Peter Irungu/Oxfam


