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HelpAge International Wins $1.5 million Hilton Humanitarian Prize
Case Studies: Four Kenyan Mamas: A portrait of older women surviving in Kenya’s rural communities. 
Case Study 1 
“Mama Teresa” full name, Teresa Anyango
Sub-location: Bar Simbo
Location: South Alego
County: Siaya
Age: 68
A retired teacher, Mama Teresa raised seven grandchildren and is an active member of an Older Citizen’s Monitoring Group, working through HelpAge Affiliate KESPA (Kenya Society for People with AIDS), monitoring health officials’ treatment of older people.
Only two weeks ago, Mama Teresa was bed ridden suffering from severe malaria. Yet, she knew better than most in her rural farming community in Western Kenya that as an older woman, she was unlikely to be seen by a doctor, despite a two hour walk to the nearest health centre in soaring heat.

Born in Ugenya, she was married at 22 and had 10 children, five of whom have died. She taught children at the local primary school from 1955 until her retirement in 1993. Her husband died in 1982 and has lived in the same home for over 30 years. She proudly says, “I decided to stay here, by myself, in my home”. 
Of her children that died, three sons left her with seven grandchildren who she raised, aged between 10 and 24. Her children who are still alive are all housewives that have moved away with their own families except one daughter who is  a teacher at a nearby school. 

“I cannot rely on my daughters. They have their own children to support. Their lives are also difficult; they can’t help me,” she says.

Unable to raise all the grandchildren herself, close friends took care of three of them. However, Mama Teresa says, “I personally still care for four grandchildren. It is hard. It is very hard because I have so many and I try to educate them, but money is not there.”

Teresa relies on her land and her teaching pension to survive. 

“Even though I taught a long time I received a very small pension: Kenya Shillings 1,000 (US$ 12) a month. It has increased a little to Kenya Shillings 1,800 (US$ 21) over the last couple of years. It is not enough to cover myself and my grandchildren. Now, inflation hits us, every expense is more.”
“I also work in the shamba (farm). I work my land and get money from my crops. I also have two calves, but I cannot sell the calves. I need the milk for my family as they grow.” 
Despite her own challenges, Mama Teresa is fighting for older people to access better healthcare in their community. In 2008, she joined the Older Citizens Monitoring Group established by HelpAge International’s Affiliate KESPA, to monitor how healthcare officials’ were treating older people. 

“As a widow, I have to support my grandchildren and I joined the group to get help for me and others like me. I liked the group because they helped the poor, the needy, orphans and vulnerable children.”
Mama Teresa describes a healthcare system that is failing older people. 

“If you go to the hospital, they don’t welcome us properly. They say that we (older people) should just give our drugs to the grandchildren; they would rather just wait for our death than help us”.

“You stay there so long, sitting on those benches, 4 to 5 hours without being attended to because you are ‘old’, you are ‘aged’. They don’t even talk to us properly and doctors do not see us. It is also difficult to attend the hospital, because it is too far. How can we get there? I would have to walk to Siaya, about 5 km in the sun.”
“I don’t go regularly, because I stay there for a long time, I need to come back and I don’t want to leave the house alone”. 

Angry that older people were not being attended to or given drugs because they had little money, Mama Teresa wrote a report for officials and she has already seen change.
“Now they attend to older people as soon as they see us sitting on the benches and they are called for treatment. But, there is still much more to do. I hope that they will allow older persons to be treated freely. I wish for them to assist us in our homes because we travel so far”. 
Mama Teresa reflects that she did not expect such a life when she was young, because when her husband was still alive, she knew she was protected. 
However, she believes that she is luckier than some widows as she has been left in peace. She says, “If their husbands die, the community does not respect them, they even want to take their belongings. Men do not experience this; they still live in their homes”. 
“My years are going and I am getting old. I am getting worried and tired. I cannot do much work now. So I am worried now how my grandchildren will manage themselves?” 
Cornel Ochieng Odido (Mama Theresa’s grandson)
Sub-location: Bar Simbo
Location: South Alego
County: Siaya
Age: 24

Cornel finished his high school education and trained in Early Childhood Development, courtesy of a project with KESPA. He worked on a two year contract. Currently, he is looking for work. He dreams of gaining a diploma and starting a journey which would lead to being a Professor in Early Childhood Development. 
“I was eight years old when my parents divorced and I left Nairobi. My parents sent me here to live with my grandmother. Since then, my father has died and my mother has gone away”. 
“Mama took care of me, paid the fees for secondary school, even though she could not afford it fully. One year, I never attended school. I could only go for the final exams. From this and much more, I found that she is a caring grandmother; she is a mum and dad to me”.
“I am always helping her. I mop the house. I am happy to help my grandmother because she is also happy to help me. She is humble, intelligent and hardworking”.

“I am used to her, so whatever people say, I don’t bother about them; she is the one person I can count on. Many say that ‘you are just staying with your grandmother, where is your mum, where is your dad?’, but you just have to accept this is part of life. I want to be like her. She is my role model”.

“I want to work hard and get money to make sure she is not going to shamba, pulling the cattle and have someone who can help. She can just stay at home since she is getting old”. 

Case Study 2
“Mama Brigita” full name Brigita Oketch Nyawalo
Sub-location: Bar Simbo
Location: South Alego
County: Siaya
Age unknown, estimated around 64
Her husband and five of her eight children all died from HIV and AIDS-related illnesses. She has two sons and a daughter remaining. One son suffers from mental illness and roams the streets while the remaining son and daughter live in Nairobi and do not provide support. She cares for the eight orphaned children left behind: three boys and five girls. The grandchildren are aged between 2 and 17 years. 

“I used to farm and earn a living, but now I cannot because I was working so hard and had a bad fall a few years ago. I am now only able to make extra money through selling charcoal at the market. My older grandchildren take this to market to raise the money for everyone to eat”.
 
“I need more support to raise my grandchildren. Charcoal is not enough. The smallest child (2 years old) needs milk. His mother died when he was 6 months old. If there is nothing, we all go without food or make do with small portions of porridge”.

Because she is a farmer, there is no pension or financial support from the government. It is clear in Mama Brigita’s home there is very little money. She says, “I am not strong enough, I want to do more but I have taken care of three generations of orphans. I am tired. When I feel discouraged, it is the children who keep me alive”.

After caring for her mother-in-law’s orphaned children, her own children and then grandchildren, she relies on whoever can give when times are bad. Her mother died when she was just 8 years old and she says that even her father used to say she should have been born a man as she was so strong. She never thought she would grow weak. 
She has to walk about 6 km to the nearest health centre when the children are sick. She often relies on another woman in the farming community to borrow money if a child needs to go to the hospital. 

“All the money I get goes to my grandchildren. I can’t do it all though. I paid one child’s exam fees but one has been sent home as I don’t have the money. I need Kenya Shillings 1,500 (US$ 18) to put one child through school each year. I currently have four children in school”.

She is clearly worried as to what the future will hold for her grandchildren. 

“It is a big issue. I am the only person who is totally in charge of them. If they are sick, I have to borrow money. When I am gone, who will take care of them?”
She is getting help from local HelpAge International Affiliate KESPA, who have included her in a community dairy goat scheme. Goats are chosen because they are easy to milk and not labour intensive for older women. In the scheme, a neighbour raises a goat and when it gives birth, “passes over” the new born to the next beneficiary. Four goats are bought including one male goat at the beginning of the scheme. The scheme started in 2011 and costs Kshs 200,000 (£152) for 12 people to benefit. Mama Brigita is eagerly awaiting her new goat.
Brian Nyawalo, Mama Brigita’s grandson, 10

“My grandmother helps me go to school. She pays my fees, washes my clothes and cooks my food. She is a good lady; she is a person with grace. I graze cattle for her. I like doing this. ”.

“I would like some money so that I can buy a cow for my grandmother. Then, we will all have milk and we can share this together. I feel scared to get old, because I am worried to not have strength”. 

Case Study 3

“Mama Getruda”, Getruda Adhiambo Okumu
Sub-location: Ukwala
Location: Ugenya District
County: Siaya
Age: 76

Getruda was unable to support her four grandchildren because she did not have enough money from her farming to support them. She also could not ensure their safety as her home ran into severe disrepair and her life was put in danger. Thanks to HelpAge International, she is now living in a new house.

Mama Getruda has lived in the area since she was married. She has always depended on farming her land. In 1985, her husband died. They had ten children; nine have since died. Her remaining son is a casual labourer and does not live near her.

“I had four grandchildren left to me but because of my home and hard life, I could not manage to look after them. The children were attending school but I could not afford the fees. Thankfully, a Good Samaritan is now looking after my grandchildren. My youngest grandchild is four years old. I miss them”.

Mama Getruda’s old house was a traditional Kenyan shelter made from mud and grass. One night during the rainy season, rain that had collected in the roof caused the walls to become dangerously weak. The leaking roof collapsed and fell on her. This happened as she slept, seriously injuring her chest, neck and face. 
She was rushed by bicycle to the near-by health centre, but came home instead of being admitted to hospital overnight as she was concerned no one was watching her home. She feared someone would steal her belongings. 

After the house collapsed, she initially used leaves to cover the holes. Around that time, HelpAge Affiliate KESPA was working on a project on construction of houses for older people. Mama Getruda was identified as extremely vulnerable and in need of a new home. Within one week, her new home was built, safer and more sustainable than before. 

The change she still feels is necessary is access to reliable food security. She cannot work her land as before and she is surviving on limited supplies, such as her production of cassava bread. 

“Before I used to work for other people on their farms and my land, but now I cannot even go to work. I used to depend on my daughter and son-in-law who was a pilot, but both have passed on. Now, I depend on my sister who lives near-by. I often go without meals all day and just sleep to pass time”. 

She feels secure in her home now. “The people here are good. They have not disturbed me and there is nobody who is trying to take my land away from me. I am sad when I think of those people that passed away who could have helped me”.
“I believe it is better to be an older woman because the older women will look for something to support the family, whereas the men may not have that ability or even courage to support their families. I do not care where more support comes from, but there must be some”.
Case Study 4

 “Mama Angeline”, Angeline Awuor Odipo

Sub-location: Ukwala
Location: Ugenya District
County: Siaya
Age: 75 

Angeline is 75 years old and lost her husband in 1963, at which point she was inherited by her brother-in-law and had three children with him; two have since passed on. She raised a number of orphans left to her by her husband’s co-wife and her own children.  HelpAge and KESPA built her a new home, but she has been the victim of land grabbing by her remaining son and is facing fierce discrimination from the local community. 

Mama Angeline was married in 1953. Her husband died in 1963. She had three children when she was “inherited” by her brother-in-law after her husband passed on. Two have died, leaving her one son who has mental health issues.
“I got married in this community; the co-wife died and left me a number of orphans. I had no choice but to go and work for the missionaries where I worked in order to get something for their upkeep. I did general labour. I was not paid money, but given food as payment. I worked for four years.”
“My last son has had many mental health problems, but I was of strong heart and stayed. I took him to school up to secondary level.  He was never taken for medical treatment. My husband just prayed so God could help our son. He is now married with over 6 children.”
Before her new house was built, her living situation was making her ill. The house was leaking and the walls were falling down. 
HelpAge International Affiliate, KESPA, identified her as vulnerable and a new house was built within two weeks. 
The construction of the house brought some challenges. Firstly, to smear the mud on the walls, she needed water and strong manpower both of which were not readily available. Secondly, she began to see that people in the community did not help, to the extent that someone came at night and stole some building materials from her. 
However, she acted quickly. “I immediately went in and occupied it. I was very happy when I was in. From the time the building started, it felt good”.
Another site which needed renovation was her son’s house, which had fallen down. Located nearby, her son decided he would unlawfully take over his own mother’s house. 
When Mama Angeline’s sister was sick and she went away to attend to her, her son took the opportunity to move into the house.  There was no question of compromise because Mama Angeline had seen that he was destroying her possessions inside the house. There was frequent violence and he was often drunk. 
The son occupied the house from November 2011 and Mama Angeline only returned to her house the day this case study was collected. She had been staying with her sister and a neighbour. 
“I am back now because this is my house. I am moving nowhere. I fear he will return, but this is my house”.

In the meantime, her neighbour has been personally assisting with shelter and food. She reported her experience with her son and tried to see people, including the assistant chief, even at night when the son became violent, but has not been given any help. 
This is because Mama Angeline is not part of the majority clan of the area. Therefore, it is seen as a case of a woman whose domestic troubles cannot be solved by the immediate community but by her own clan. 

Since her first husband was not a member of the community, her son too does not deserve a voice. Due to this, the clan insists that Mama Angeline has no claim to the land left by her husband. Without her name on the title deed, she is vulnerable to eviction from her home. 
Mama Angeline feels that the community are waiting for her death so that they can take her land. She describes how her nearest neighbour has built and extended his boundary very close to her house. 
“There is a struggle for land. People have interests in this area. There are many who would like me to be away so the place will be free. It is all about status and power. Many older women like me have many land issues. All I wish is that we have more rights”. 

There is hope for Mama Angeline. The new Kenyan Constitution adopted in 2010 had made inheritance of property including land easier for women and widows such as Mama Angeline. The next step would be for her to talk to the Land Board who have local offices and have the land registered in her name.  Whilst she has been reporting her problems, there are still many questions to be answered to ensure her family history and local clan politics do not distract from the needs of a vulnerable older woman
