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  Three-quarters of the world population of Lesser Flamingos (Phoeniconaias minor) live and breed in East Africa. 
Majority depend on Tanzania’s Lake Natron as a breeding site. Food is plentiful, nesting sites abound – and 
above all, the lake is isolated from predator and human disturbance.  There are also numerous fresh water 
springs accessible to the young birds.             

Adult Lesser Flamingos with young chicks in Lake Natron. Photo by Sean Avery

The ‘Think Pink’ campaign begun after the Tanzanian Government and the Indian company Tata Chemicals Ltd 
put forward a proposal to build a large-scale industrial plant to extract soda ash from Lake Natron’s water, via a 
network of pipes across the surface of the lake. A new road and rail infrastructure would be built to serve the 
soda ash plant.

 
 

 

BirdLife International believes constructing the soda ash plant would disrupt and scatter the breeding of over 
500,000 pairs of Lesser Flamingos which nest at Lake Natron. It takes very little disturbance to cause an entire 
breeding colony to abandon its nests!

As a result of the “Think Pink – Save Lesser Flamingos” campaign, combined efforts with the Royal Society for 
the Protection of Birds (rspb) and the Lake Natron Consultative Group (a coalition of 56 organisations which 
includes BirdLife), Tata Chemicals Industries withdrew from the project in 2008.  However, the Government of 
Tanzania through the National Development Corporation maintains a keen interest to push the soda ash project 
ahead. 

On these pages you will find everything you need to know about the soda ash proposal, its potential impact on 

the flamingos – and why the soda ash plant must not be allowed to go ahead. (BirdLife’s position on Lake 

Natron)

For more information contact: Ken Mwathe – Programme Coordinator, Policy and Advocacy, BirdLife Africa 

Partnership Secretariat P.O Box 3502 00100 Nairobi Kenya. Telephone +254 (020) 2473259. Email: 

Ken.Mwathe@birdlife.org Twitter: @KenMwathe

 

http://www.rspb.org.uk/
http://www.rspb.org.uk/
http://www.birdlife.org/africa/projects/lake-natron-tanzania-africa
http://www.birdlife.org/africa/projects/lake-natron-tanzania-africa
mailto:Ken.Mwathe@birdlife.org


Campaign News

This is a chorological account of how the campaign to save Lake Natron has progressed since the soda ash 

plans came to light in November 2006.

 

2013

September: The Government of Tanzania announces that the Lake Natron area could potentially be a 

source of geothermal power.  The Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Energy and Minerals, Mr Eliakim 

Maswi, is quoted saying Lake Natron is among 50 locations in the country where studies are going on to 

identify geothermal potential.  The interest in geothermal power was due to its reliability and sustainability, 

the government said.  Studies are currently being carried out in collaboration with the Japanese Agency for 

International Corporation (JICA). Read more: 

http://allafrica.com/stories/201309300178.html?aa_source=acrdn-f0

August: The government starts looking for consultants to carry out feasibility studies for Engaruka area of 

Lake Natron.  NDC’s Corporate Affairs Manager Abel Ngapemba is quoted in the press saying the study 

would carry out an analysis of technical issues and social and economic viability of the project.  The study 

would “appraise technological parameters and its economic and social viability”. Read more: 

http://www.dailynews.co.tz/index.php/biz/21325-dar-es-salaam-pursues-engaruka-soda-ash-project

National Development Corporation officials inspect a soda ash exploration site at Engaruka (Photo: NDC)

July: The Government of Tanzania announces it was looking for investors willing to invest USD 500 million 

to kick start the Lake Natron soda ash plant.

       Read more: http://allafrica.com/stories/201307171098.html;

       http://www.thecitizen.co.tz/News/Development-authority-still-investing-in-soda/-/1840392/1909730/-
/11fvqdtz/-/index.html; 

       http://www.ippmedia.com/frontend/index.php?l=59493;

       http://allafrica.com/stories/201309300178.html?aa_source=acrdn-f0

April: Tanzania re-ignites the soda ash mining debate by claiming that six companies had submitted bids to 

construct a factory at Lake Natron.  This information comes to light at the same time with revelations on fresh 

soda ash exploration at Engaruka area which is 40 km from Lake Natron.  On face value, the Engaruka 

exploration seems to be a government effort to identify an alternative to Lake Natron which has raised a lot 

of opposition from conservation organisations and local communities.  Government officials claim large 

amounts of soda ash were recently discovered at Engaruka.

http://allafrica.com/stories/201309300178.html?aa_source=acrdn-f0
http://www.dailynews.co.tz/index.php/biz/21325-dar-es-salaam-pursues-engaruka-soda-ash-project
https://webmail.birdlife.org/owa/redir.aspx?C=XYn5lnYmPU-1k8CYQBEjSFiFKIC9ntAIoxdgnCz_mDconGJG7XRd6boDo1v21WpfDf0gVemfJHM.&URL=http://allafrica.com/stories/201307171098.html
http://www.thecitizen.co.tz/News/Development-authority-still-investing-in-soda/-/1840392/1909730/-/11fvqdtz/-/index.html
http://www.thecitizen.co.tz/News/Development-authority-still-investing-in-soda/-/1840392/1909730/-/11fvqdtz/-/index.html
http://www.ippmedia.com/frontend/index.php?l=59493
https://webmail.birdlife.org/owa/redir.aspx?C=XYn5lnYmPU-1k8CYQBEjSFiFKIC9ntAIoxdgnCz_mDconGJG7XRd6boDo1v21WpfDf0gVemfJHM.&URL=http://allafrica.com/stories/201309300178.html?aa_source=acrdn-f0


       Read more: http://www.birdlife.org/africa/news/new-lake-natron-soda-ash-exploration-raises-concern; 
http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/Six-firms- bid-for-Lake-Natron-soda-ash-plant/-/2558/1676146/-/item/0/-
/b2ioljz/-/index.html;

February: Lake Natron continued to prove that it is the most important breeding site for Lesser Flamingos in 

the world. Between September 2012 and February 2013, over 200,000 young were hatched within a five 

month period.  During this period, 175,000 eggs on nest cones were counted.  Lake Natron is ideal for 

Lesser Flamingo breeding as it is isolated from predators and human disturbance, has abundant food and 

nest making material as well as numerous fresh water springs.

      Read more: http://www.birdlife.org/africa/news/successful-flamingo-breeding-reported-lake-natron

 

2012

October: A case study detailing the Lake Natron advocacy campaign is produced.  Titled: “Environmental 

Advocacy at Work: Lessons learnt from the campaign to save Lake Natron from plans to build a soda ash 

plant”. A case study detailing the Lake Natron campaign is available here

 

 Key Milestones

 

Children at Magadini Primary School, Lake Natron, bring in water to school for preparing lunch. BirdLife is 
constructing a fresh water point for the school and the local community. (Photo: Ken Mwathe)
 

August: A new Cost Benefit Analysis report shows that the mining of soda ash at Lake Natron in Northern 

Tanzania is not economically viable. The report states that the projected return on investment over the next 

50 years for the soda ash factory would be a loss of between $44,354,728 and $492,142,797, even if 

exempted from paying tax by the Government. The study commissioned by the Wildlife Conservation Society 

of Tanzania (WCST- BirdLife in Tanzania) with funding from A.V Jensen Charity Foundation also shows that 

the Tanzanian public and local communities stood to gain between $1.28 and $1.57 billion in 50 years, if the 

Government of Tanzania invests in tourism, protection of the environment and promotion of local livelihood 

alternatives. Compared to soda ash mining, the people and environment would still tap greater benefits even 

if the Government continued managing and investing in the environment at current levels (business as usual).

      Read more: http://www.birdlife.org/africa/news/soda-ash-mining-lake-natron-not-economically-viable

During a stakeholders meeting at Utalii College in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania to disseminate the report, 

participants approved the report and said tourism should be promoted at Lake Natron rather than soda ash 

mining. The local community said they would not accept a project that would damage tourism.

http://www.birdlife.org/africa/news/new-lake-natron-soda-ash-exploration-raises-concern
http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/Six-firms-bid-for-Lake-Natron-soda-ash-plant/-/2558/1676146/-/item/0/-/b2ioljz/-/index.html
http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/Six-firms-bid-for-Lake-Natron-soda-ash-plant/-/2558/1676146/-/item/0/-/b2ioljz/-/index.html
http://www.birdlife.org/africa/news/successful-flamingo-breeding-reported-lake-natron
http://www.birdlife.org/sites/default/files/attachments/Lake Natron  Case Study_Final_0.pdf
http://www.birdlife.org/africa/news/soda-ash-mining-lake-natron-not-economically-viable


      Read the full story here: http://www.birdlife.org/africa/news/stakeholders-happy-new-lake-natron-cost-benefit-

analysis-report

 

Local community leaders at Lake Natron have rejected the soda ash plan (Photo: Ken Mwathe)

The meeting and the Cost Benefit Analysis report received wide media coverage:

- Mwananchi newspaper (Tanzanian): http://www.mwananchi.co.tz/biashara/-/25830-wapinga-kiwanda-kujengwa-
ziwa-natron
- Daily News newspaper online (Tanzanian): http://dailynews.co.tz/index.php/features/popular-features/9351-
lake-natron-residents-prefer-flamingos-to-soda-ash-plant
- Regionally, The EastAfrican newspaper: http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/-/2558/1500306/-/m02wctz/-
/index.html
- BirdlIfe and The Royal Society for the Protection Bird (RSPB) wrote the story on their community webpages:

http://www.birdlife.org/africa/news/soda-ash-mining-lake-natron-not-economically-viable

http://www.rspb.org.uk/community/getinvolved/b/specialplaces/archive/2012/09/07/soda-ash-mining-at-lake-
natron-not-economically-viable.aspx
- Thompson Reuters: http://sustainability.thomsonreuters.com/

June: The Tata Group denied any involvement in plans to mine soda ash at Engaruka area near Lake 

Natron.   The former Minister of Trade and Industry Mr. Cyril Chami had said in March 2012 that the 

Tanzania Government was talking to Tata Chemicals Ltd to set up a $450 million soda ash factory in the 

Engaruka area, which is part of the Lake Natron basin.  The factory would exploit 460 billion cubic litres of 

newly discovered soda ash and if the Tata deal went through, the Government of Tanzania would hold 46 

percent shares through the National Development Corporation.

      Read more:  
http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/business/Dar+insists+on+soda+ash+factory+on+Lake+Natron++/-
/2560/1377288/-/nqywpd/-/index.html

In a written denial dated 27th June 2012, Tata said it was no longer involved in any developments at Lake 

Natron and had no intention of going back there. The Managing Director of Tata Chemical Industries, Mr. R. 

Mukundan, wrote:  “I would like to reiterate that as an outcome of a detailed business review Tata Chemicals 

formally exited the Lake Natron Development project on 29th January 2009 and all relevant stakeholders 

appropriately informed.  Tata Chemicals has not been involved with the Lake Natron project since that time 

and we are unaware of any current developments.” We would like to salute Tata for this definitive stand.  We 

also urge the Tanzanian Government to withdraw the soda ash proposal in its entirety.  The Government 

owes it to the international community to honour the pledge it made, to protect and conserve Lake Natron, 

http://www.birdlife.org/africa/news/stakeholders-happy-new-lake-natron-cost-benefit-analysis-report
http://www.birdlife.org/africa/news/stakeholders-happy-new-lake-natron-cost-benefit-analysis-report

