
Too hungry to play, hun-
dreds of starving children 
in Tiaty Constituency of 
Baringo County instead sit 
by the fire, watching the 
pot boil, in the hope that it 
is only a matter of minutes 
before their next meal. 
Unbeknownst to them, the 
food cooking inside the 
pot is no ordinary supper. 
It is actually a toxic com-
bination of wild fruits and 
tubers mixed with dirty 
water, as surrounding riv-
ers have all run dry. Tiaty 
sits some 297 kilometers 

from the capital Nairobi 
and the ongoing dry spell 
is not a unique scenario.

 Neighbouring Elgeyo 
Marakwet and Turkana 
County are among the 
counties spread across this 
East African nation where 
food security reports show 
that thousands are feeling 
the impact of desertifica-
tion, climate change and 
rainfall shortage. “In most 
of these counties, mothers 
are feeding their children 
wild fruits and tubers. 
They boil them for at least 
12 hours, believing that 
this will remove the poison 
they carry,” Hilda Mukui, 
an agriculturalist and soil 
conservationist, told IPS. 

Teresa Lokwee, a moth-
er of eight children, all 
of them under the age of 
12, who lives in Tiaty, 
explains that the boiling 
pot is a symbol of hope. 
“When our children see 
that there is something 
cooking, the hope that 
they will soon enjoy a 
meal keeps them going.” 
Mukui, who was head 
of agriculture within the 
Ministry of Agriculture 

and worked in most of the 
affected counties for more 
than two decades, says that 
rainfall deficit, shortage of 
water and unusually high 
temperatures is the scenar-
io that characterizes 23 out 
of the 47 counties in Ken-
ya. The situation is so dire 
that in Baringo County 
alone, 10 schools and 19 
Early Childhood Develop-
ment Schools are empty as 
children join other family 
members in search of wa-
ter. “Sometimes once you 
leave in the morning to 
search for water, you re-
turn home in the evening,” 
Lokwee told IPS. In other 
affected counties, espe-
cially in Western Kenya, 
communities have resort-
ed to eating insects such 
as termites which were 
previously taboo. Though 
these unconventional eat-
ing habits are a respite 
for starving households, 
experts warn that this is 
a ticking time bomb since 
the country lacks an in-
sect-inclusive legislation 
and key regulatory instru-
ments. In the Kenya Bu-
reau of Standards, which 
assesses quality and safety 
of goods and services, in-

sects are labeled as impure 
and to be avoided. But if 
predictions by the Minis-
try of Water and Irrigation 
are anything to go by, the 
worst is yet to come as the 
country watches the onset 
of what experts like Mukui 
call a crisis after the failure 
of both the long and short 
rains. “We are now facing 
severe effects of desert-
ification because we are 
cutting down more trees 
than we can plant,” she 
explains. She added that 
Vision 2030 – the coun-
try’s development blue-
print – calls for the plant-
ing of at least one billion 
trees before 2030 to com-
bat the effects of climate 
change, but the campaign 
has been a non-starter. 

Mukui told IPS it is no 
wonder that at least 10 
million people are food 
insecure, with two million 
of them facing starvation. 
According to the United 
Nations Convention to 
Combat Desertification 
(UNCCD), which works 
in countries such as Kenya 
buckling under the weight 
of desertification, land 
degradation and severe 
drought, the number of 
people living on degrad-
ed agricultural land is on 
the rise. Agriculture is the 
mainstay of the economy, 
with at least 45 percent 
of government revenue 
being derived from this 
sector. Mukui says it is 
consequently alarming 
that at least 10 million of 
the estimated 44 million 
Kenyans live in degrad-
ed agricultural areas, ac-
counting for an estimated 
40 percent of the coun-
try’s rural community.

Kenyans Turn to Wild Fruits and Insects as Drought Looms

   Miriam Gathigah. 

“Shortage of 
water and un-
usually high 
temperatures 
is the scenario 
that character-
izes 23 out of 

the 47 counties 
in Kenya”

The Zika epidemic that 
spread throughout the 
American continent last 
year was accompanied 
by another outbreak, one 
of rumours and false 
news about the disease.

  Researchers from the 
University of Wisconsin 
and Tulane University 
in the United States an-
alysed 200 posts (in En-
glish) on Facebook. They 
found that rumours and 
conspiracy theories were 
more popular than trust-
worthy information. Us-
ing the keywords “Zika” 
and “virus”, the scientists 
searched for videos and 
other relevant material 
published over the course 
of a month. Two indepen-
dent doctors then select-
ed the 200 most shared 
posts, and determined 
that 12 per cent of them 
were misinforming the 
public about the virus.

 In an article published 
in the American Jour-
nal of Infection Control, 
the authors reported that 
while posts published by 
institutions such as the 
World Health Organiza-
tion reached 43,000 page 
views, misleading pages 
that described Zika as a 
medical ploy or a hoax 
received 530,000. “This 
kind of misinformation 
can be harmful because it 
strengthens existing nar-
ratives, obstructing efforts 
to stop the outbreak”, con-
cluded the research group. 
“The interesting thing 
about this work is that 
doctors are studying com-
munication phenomena; 
this is a good ‘symptom’”, 
commented Dominique 
Brossard, professor of the 
Science Communication 
Department at the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin-Madi-
son, in an interview with 
SciDev.Net. However, 
Brossard sees a limitation. 
She believes that focusing 

in Facebook’s public posts 
excludes the most import-
ant feature of the platform: 
the information that circu-
lates privately between 
groups of friends. “This 
could alter the results of 
the study”, she added. 
Carlos Daguer, adviser in 
communication strategies 
for the Minister of Health 
of Colombia, believes this 
is “unfair competition”. 
Daguer designed the 
country’s plan to face mis-
information around the 
Zika epidemic and false 
rumours about the vacci-
nation against the human 
papillomavirus. He says 
that those in charge of 
communication in health 
institutions generally feel 
at a disadvantage because 
they need to be mindful 
of institutional reputation 
when designing messages 
for the public, while those 
who spread messages 
without scientific rigour 
use rhetoric without lim-
itations. For him, the in-
formation released by 
institutions, which is tech-
nical and well designed, 
“usually ends up being 
converted into a predict-
able narrative prone to 
being missunderstood”. 

  The authors of the pa-
per have highlighted the 
value of platforms such 
as Facebook for dissemi-
nating information during 
public health crises. To-
day, around 64 per cent 
of adults in North Amer-
ica get informed through 
the social media site.

False Health News 
More Popular on 

Facebook.
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A study has revealed that 
taking extra vitamin D 
could save the NHS mil-
lions of pounds. The new 
research shows that Vi-
tamin D can reduce the 
risk of contracting the 
common cold, flu and 
even some more deadly 
illnesses such as pneu-
monia. Published in the 
British Medical Journal 
(BMJ) the study has pro-
vided new evidence to 
suggest that adding vita-
min D to common items, 
such as milk, would 
be beneficial to health 
and in turn financially 
beneficial to the NHS.
 
Existing research on the 
link between vitamin D 
deficiency and illness 
has produced mixed re-
sults, with critics blaming 
this on the methodology 
used in these studies. The 
new work conducted by 
Queen Mary researchers 
took existing global data 
and reanalysed and retest-
ed it, finding that previous 
studies had used large one 
off doses of vitamin D, 
rather than routinely sup-
plementing participants 
with doses of the vitamin.  

The call for adding vita-
min D to food products 
comes as the vitamin isn’t 
present in many com-
monly consumed foods, 
relying on the sun to be 
our main source. This 
becomes a significant is-
sue for people who aren’t 
able to get out of their 
houses often enough. 
The cost to the NHS in 
dealing with preventable 
illnesses is at an alarming 
high. Respiratory condi-
tions, such as colds and 
flu, are currently the most 
cited reason for absence 
from work and seeking a 
GP.  Although the NHS 
encourages people suffer-
ing with minor respirato-
ry infections to manage 
symptoms at home with 
over the counter drugs, 
many are still making ap-
pointments with doctors 
with roughly 50% being 
prescribed antibiotics fur-
ther stretching the finan-
cial burden on the NHS. 
The number of patients in 
A and E with minor respi-
ratory conditions is also 
concerning. An accident 
an emergency nurse said 
“we regularly get people 
through the doors who 
leave with a diagnosis of 

a common cold or simple 
flu.” This is not only us-
ing up NHS funds but also 
valuable time, she further 
stated “a lot of our time is 

being used on these pa-
tients when there are peo-
ple who require serious 
medical attention waiting 
longer than they should, 
these people are using up 
vital bed space as we have 
to treat all patients fairly.”

Scientists argue that reg-
ular consumption of vi-
tamin D can help cut the 
yearly 300,000 hospital-
isations and release the 
stress on the NHS. This 
research also strengthens 

the pro-vitamin D fortifi-
cation argument. Across 
the Atlantic in the USA, 
products such as milk 
is fortified with vitamin 
D meaning many peo-
ple are gaining sufficient 
levels of the vitamin.
 
This research has come 
at a vital time for the 
NHS, which is current-
ly facing a crisis. Recent 
comments by the British 
Medical Association have 
revealed that £9.5bn is 
needed to bring the NHS 
back onto its feet. The 
exact amount that this 
study could save the NHS 
is unknown, but at a time 
of crisis any little helps.

Vitamin D Supliments Could Save The NHS Millions. 
Thomas Denham.
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