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Gorillas, goats, and Dr. Garbe

If you can’t help enough animals as a vet, become a lawyer. If you can’t help
them as a lawyer, become a vet. Or, as in the case of Jode Garbe, become both
and help them by starting a farm . . . in Rwanda.

In Rwanda, there is a stigma about drinking goat’s milk; locals may eat goat
meat but won’t consider milking their goats, in spite of a desperate need for
nutritious food. Jode Garbe’s goat Baboo is a first step in changing that. The
milk from Baboo and her fellow does will be sold or used to make local
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cheese, and the profits will be ploughed back into a didactic farm started by
an American in the Rwandan hinterland.

How did Dr. Garbe, a woman in her fifties who doesn’t speak French, much
less any local East African language, who lived most of her life in the US, and
who is not a farmer by profession, come to launch such an enterprise?

Jode Garbe’s passion has always been wildlife. But the trail leading from her
hometown of Seattle to Nyamata, Rwanda, is a long and circuitous one, lined
not only with goats and cheese, but also birds and bees, gorillas, cobras,
cattle, dogs, duikers, and an endless list of exotic animals.

Garbe started out, as many animal lovers do, by studying to become a
veterinarian. Early on at the University of Washington, she realized that a vet
can improve the life of just one animal at a time. The way to improve the lives
of animals in general is to change the laws that affect them. That meant
becoming a lawyer.

So she did both. She attended the University of Washington and Washington
State University Law School simultaneously, the former in the winter and
latter during the summers. Through a combination of discipline, smarts, and
sheer hard work, she received her degree in veterinary medicine in 1982 and
her law degree in 1983. To give some perspective on her achievement, that
year only seven individuals in the entire United States had both vet and law
degrees.

Having dual degrees gave her opportunities not normally available to a newly-
minted vet or lawyer, such as writing two chapters of a textbook, Veterinary
Law and Ethics. Called to Washington, DC, she became a policy analyst for
Fish and Wildlife Services, specializing in the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species. She spent the next five years developing the
first regulations covering wild birds and mammals imported into the US.

This is what her background had prepared her to do, but Garbe was
discouraged by what she found. Selling animals, she learned, is incompatible
with setting standards for animal health and safety. “Basically the industry
runs the regulators,” she recounts, “{Importing exotic animals} is a huge
business worth lots of money, so animal rights are not a major
consideration.”

After Food and Wildlife, Garbe worked at the Department of Agriculture, and
then the Senate Agricultural Committee in DC. In 1990 she was named senior
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veterinarian for zoo animal welfare in the US, overseeing the implementation
of animal welfare acts. “I thought they wanted me because of my expertise,
but all they wanted were my credentials,” she recalls.

International activism began in earnest in 1993, when she went to the
National Association for the Advancement of Science, focusing on
biodiversity and capacity building. Her work there led to a project called
Operation Lifeline Sudan in 1996, training Sudanese cattle herders in
veterinary skills.

She was doing consulting projects from her home in Seattle when she was
offered a dream project for anyone who works with animals — the Mountain
Gorilla Veterinary Project. That brought her to Rwanda, though the timing
was infelicitous: she arrived in the country’s capital, Kigali, on Sept. 11, 2001.
“It was a strange flight because we weren’t told anything while we were in the
air, but we were rushed to local radio and television stations as soon as we
landed,” she recounts.

Her initial contract was for one year, but she didn’t want to leave when it was
over. Happily her qualifications ensured her a steady flow of consulting
projects: there are no veterinary schools in Rwanda and fewer than 100
trained vets in an agrarian economy of 10 million people.

Garbe’s work brought her into contact with many of the country’s
endangered species, including confiscated mammals and exotic birds. She
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realized there was nowhere to take them once they had been re-appropriated.
So she decided to create a sanctuary and tried to persuade the Rwanda
government to assist in its development. But that didn’t work. Undaunted,
she proceeded on her own in December 2009, buying 11 hectares in Nyamata,
a town about 40 minutes south of Kigali.

Since then her project, the Rwanda Wildlife Sanctuary & Science Education
Center (RwandaSEC). has morphed into a wildlife research and education
center, since neither of these exists in Rwanda. RwandaSEC is also a farm,
RwandaUbu (RwandaNOW in Kinyarwanda), because a farm can generate
income to support the center’s educational activities.

“We need to be self-sufficient so I am growing tomatoes and making yogurt
and tending three beehives for their honey,” explains Garbe. Although there
are three ponds on the property, she has plans for a water catchment system
to supplement them. To lessen the need for water, she and her colleagues
cover the tomato plants with wetland reeds . To avoid the need for pesticides,
she plans to breed ladybugs as ecological protection for the plants. The farm
will rely on solar hydration to dry the crops it produces. Manure as fertilizer
comes from neighboring farms.

RwandaNow is also allocating land for the cultivation of crenshaw, honeydew,
and small sweet melons, as well as mangos and mandarins. Egg-laying



22/11/14 13:38Gorillas, goats, and Dr. Garbe — Medium

Page 5 of 8https://medium.com/@cflisi/gorillas-goats-and-dr-garbe-948198540479

chickens will provide low-cost protein.

All of this is in addition to the women’s cooperative to own dairy goats,
acknowledging the key role local women play in economic development.
Garbe built a goat milking station on the farm to facilitate measurement of
milk production. She is importing Alpine and Saanen goats, breeds that are
better milk producers than the local Boers.

Once milk and egg production is established, Garbe is cautiously thinking
about making ice cream. She knows she can sell yogurt and cheese to local
hotels and might be able to do the same with ice cream if she can secure
steady electrical power. However, she does not want to run afoul of political
interests: a nearby dairy plant is owned by the ruling political party.

The farm’s activities have much to do with environmental awareness and
economic empowerment. But what about the animals, the original reason for
the center? Garbe has not lost sight of that, but wants to focus on income
generation first. She is back and forth between Rwanda and the US several
times a year, trying to raise money and raise awareness for her project, short
and long-term.

Surveying her property, she waves her arms to indicate ideal terrain for a
sanctuary housing ostriches, bushbucks, waterbucks, duikers, baboons, vervet
monkeys, and warthogs — all indigenous examples of wildlife found in
Rwanda. Finding these animals is not a problem. “We can get anything we
want,” she notes, especially from the neighboring Congo. Storks, pelicans,
and grey parrots could be attracted independently by a judicious offer of
food.
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Rwanda’s famed mountain gorillas will never be found here, however.
Endangered mountain gorillas survive only in the wild. Threatened lowland
gorillas require different topography, and a LOT more of it. Chimpanzees are
a possibility but they would have to be cordoned off from some of the other
animals. Plus an adult chimp is a potential threat to humans, so the design
logistics of the sanctuary would have to be developed very carefully.

What Garbe hopes the sanctuary will do for primates is, on the one hand, to
provide a steady income stream benefitting mountain gorillas and, on the
other, equally important, to sensitize visitors to environmental sustainability.

“The main threats to gorillas are dwindling habitat (not only the land
immediately adjoining gorilla reserves but all over), diseases (worse from
locals than from tourists), and conflict (which affects the other two),” she
points out. “The local community has to be involved in any conservation
effort here, or with the gorillas, or anywhere, because they make the ultimate
decisions.”

Garbe cannot single-handedly save the gorillas, change public opinion,
empower women, or spur government action. But she is trying, almost single-
handedly, to create a center that may play a role in all of these. Unmarried,
she nurtures this project as her family and baby . . . in addition to Baby, her
gangly mixed breed shepherd.
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One of her biggest problems is that donors in Rwanda have less interest in
conservation today than in the mending of wounds from the 1994 genocide.
One-fifth of the then-population perished in that atrocity while the world
stood by; many donors give money to alleviate their continuing sense of guilt.
Rwanda’s economy, infrastructure, and endangered animals also paid a heavy
price but few of the guilt-sufferers donate on behalf of the latter.

Today, says Garbe, “This country’s survival is through the children, the next
generation.” That is her mission, and goat’s milk is a good way to start.

www.rwandanow.org



22/11/14 13:38Gorillas, goats, and Dr. Garbe — Medium

Page 8 of 8https://medium.com/@cflisi/gorillas-goats-and-dr-garbe-948198540479

Jode Garbe and author Claudia Flisi at a coffee plant near Nyamata, Rwanda.
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