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There are only 52 left at Ruma National Park The picturesque fishing town of Sindo by the bay between Gembe and Gwasi hills lies on the road between Mbita Point and Ruma National Park. Ruma, a tiny patch of a park, is the last retreat of the world's only population of the roan antelope. Less than 50 years ago, this antelope could be found in an area that spread from the Maasai Mara to Mount Elgon. 
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Today, just over 50 remain in the 120-square kilometre park sandwiched between the Gwasi hills and the flat plains of Lambwe valley. We enter through Nyatoto gate, a 45-minute drive from Safari Village at Mbita Point. The grass near the gate shows signs of recent burning, and looks like a black carpet. 

A herd of Rothschild giraffes browse on the few thorn trees left. The vegetation on the other side of the road is thick, so it's difficult to see what lies beyond. Some oribis, another of Ruma's special antelopes which is slightly bigger than a dik dik, sit under the shade of a tree on sun-bleached grass, giving them the perfect camouflage. 

Then we see a big antelope, which we assume is a roan. However, on closer observation we realise that it's a topi, the antelope that "wears socks". Finally, we come across a herd of 10 roan - that's a fifth of the world's entire population! 

They are easy to identify, with their distinctive black facial mark. It's a pleasant drive through the park and in about an hour, we are at Kamato gate at the other end, near the park headquarters. We ask the senior Warden, Maurice Barasa, about the fire at the Nyatoto gate. "It was lit by some young boys who were herding livestock and it accidentally spread into the park," he explains. 

Luckily, there were no causalities and thankfully, such fires are becoming rare as the park management responds quickly to such cases. "We (Kenya Wildlife Service) work closely with the communities around the park to create awareness," offers Barasa, explaining the community outreach programme. "In this way we involve them and get to know of their needs." Ruma National Park lies quite some distance from Lake Victoria. The seasonal Lambwe River flows through the park and drains into the lake. 

The local people depend on subsistence farming and livestock keeping, so water is a major problem. "We have four boreholes in the park which we allow the local people to use, but that's not enough. We need to supply them with water but cannot bear the entire cost, so they will to chip in by digging trenches; we'll also need to involve other stakeholders to support the project." "Roads are another problem," says Barasa. 

We have two main roads to the park (from Mirogi and Sindo). There's a need for feeder roads to the villages for easier access to schools and dispensaries." Lambwe Valley has long carried the stigma of being tsetse fly infested. The nets for catching the deadly flies in the park work, and Barasa sees this as another avenue for reaching out to the communities by asking them to set up the nets properly to reduce casualties. 

But he has an ambitious, long-term vision for the roan antelope. "Research shows that if there are less than 100 in a species, it's on its way to extinction. 

My objective is to increase the number to 100 or more." Scientists predict that any number below a hundred will not survive 40 generations. Barasa's ambition seems achievable, with support from the local communities. "At the last count in November 2005, there were 52. In April 2005, the number stood at 48." It's a very encouraging sign as the number of roan has been less than 50 for many years. 

"Ruma National Park is a major link between the western and Maasai Mara tourist circuit," he explains. "Let's drive to the Oribi Guest House to show the accommodation available here." A short drive away from the headquarters, what used to be the warden's house has been converted into an elegant but comfortable guest house. The three-bedroom house is ideal for families or friends. An extra outroom can cater for a couple. 

Outside on the sunny verandah, Barasa points out the local features. "That is the Kanyamwa escarpment. The Lambwe River flows through the savanna plains of thorn trees. I am sure that in another two years the place will look quite different, with improved infrastructure, tourism and community participation." Fact File Ruma national park is easily accessible from Lake Victoria Safari Village at Mbita Point. It's only a 45-minute drive to the park.

Contact: Tel: 254-059-22182; 0722- 792394/0721-912120; email: safarivillage@safarikenya.net It's 425 kilometres west of Nairobi. You can stay at the Oribi Guest House or camp at either the Nyati of Kamato campsites. Firewood and water are available from the park headquarters. The house is fully furnished so you only have to carry food. Make sure you book in advance: email tourism@kws.org or tel: 254-02-600800/602345.
